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Abstract 
Conspiracy theories have been a topic of interest among academic and non-academic literature for decades. As 
of recently, the political implications of public conspiracism has begun to be taken seriously. Political science 
literature in the past has viewed conspiracy theories with a US-centric lens, with little focus on how conspiracy 
theories manifest in other states. Further, there has been a lack of communication and collaboration across 
disciplines, resulting in disjointed and ad hoc narratives for public conspiracy belief. The aim of this study was 
to explore how conspiracy theories manifest differently across western states and draw together literature from 
a variety of disciplines, such as political science, psychology, and sociology. 144,000 conspiracy theories across 
fora in the US, Australia, Canada, and England were explored and compared. Across the fora, themes were 
established and then analysed from three different perspectives; cultural determinism, group-dynamics, and 
external influences. It was found that there are important similarities between states regarding how conspiracy 
theories manifest, such as a broad anti-establishment narrative. It was also found that there are thematic 
differences between the states, such as the role of the state and unique historical influences which may have 
serious impacts upon the effectiveness of political intervention. It was concluded that research into non-US states 
is an important avenue for developing a more reliable and nuanced narrative of conspiracy belief, as well as for 
developing an understanding of state-specific challenges and approaches to conspiracism. 
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Introduction 
 
On the 4th of December 2016 a man ‘investigated’ a Washington D.C pizza restaurant and opened fire 
with an assault rifle. This event marked the pinnacle of a conspiracy led movement known as 
‘pizzagate’ (Gayle, 2016).  Pizzagate was motivated by social outrage at a supposed ‘secret elite 
paedophilia dungeon’ housed in the basement of this family pizza restaurant. Many have deemed 
pizzagate as definitive evidence that conspiracy theories in modern politics have gone too far (e.g. 
Smith-Laing, 2018).  With the election of President Donald Trump, an open opponent to ‘fake news’, 
conspiratorial rhetoric has become particularly salient in contemporary politics (e.g. Blake, 2017; 
Friedman, 2017). Over time, conspiracism breaks down trust in government institutions, science, or 
even medical professionals (Graham, 2018). Typical avenues of political communication are perceived 
as a mouthpiece of a malicious, elite agenda. It is not uncommon for journalists and scholars to claim 
that we currently live in the ‘age of conspiracism’ (e.g. Alter, 1997; Klein, Clutton & Polito, 2018). 
Two notable conspiracy theorists in modern history are Hitler and Stalin, whose conspiracism resulted 
in the death of tens of millions of people (Hollander, 1999). In contemporary political discourse, not a 
single event of significance goes without generating some conspiratorial speculation (Byford, 2011).  
While there are a variety of reasons to study conspiracy theories, a particularly convincing one is the 
impact that they have on politics and policy. In terms of United States (US) politics, Nyhan et al. (2012) 
found that a health care conspiracy campaigns lost the Democrats twenty-five seats in the 2010 
congressional election. Further, Knight (2008) and Sunstein and Vermeule (2009) proposed that post-
9/11 conspiracies hindered support for countermeasures. While not all conspiracy theories have such 
large repercussions, dismissing them all as absurd does not change the real impact that they have upon 
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political discourse. This impact is not only prevalent within US culture but is also found to stretch 
across the world (Robins & Post, 1997).  For instance, a study conducted in 2015 found that 19% of 
US citizens believe in 9/11 conspiracy theories, as do 11% of British citizens (Drochon, 2017).  Also, 
in several African nations, conspiracy theories regarding genetically modified (GM) food resulted in a 
ban of the importation of GM crops, impacting greatly on the already malnourished populations 
(Whitty, Jones, Tollervey & Wheeler, 2013). Although to be clear, while conspiracy theories have the 
capacity to be obstructive or destructive (Uscinski & Parent, 2014), they need not always hinder politics 
or society.  
Given the global pervasiveness and political impact of conspiracy theories, it is not surprising that they 
have been the subject of countless studies, books, magazines, newspaper articles, and online blogs. The 
nature and importance of conspiracism has been investigated by scholars from numerous fields ranging 
across political science, psychology, sociology, anthropology and philosophy (Uscinski & Parent, 
2014). These studies have trawled through countless pages of conspiracy theories, past and present, to 
uncover logical flaws and hidden assumptions (Byford, 2011). Despite this, findings across the fields 
remain disjointed and ad hoc (Uscinski & Parent, 2014). A large part of this comes from the tendency 
for scholars to remain within their own discipline. It is uncommon to find reference to psychology 
literature outside of psychology studies, despite the breadth of knowledge and data accumulated across 
years of psychological research into conspiracism (Byford, 2011). Psychology, on the other hand, tends 
to focus more upon the individual belief system and ignores the broader cultural and political context 
(e.g. Brotherton, French & Pickering, 2013). Further, most important to this thesis, the majority of 
studies into conspiracism focus upon the US, despite conspiracism being a clearly global phenomenon.  
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Chapter Organisation 
The aim of this study is to explore how conspiracism is experienced differently across states and draw 
together literature from a variety of disciplines. As a large portion of literature into the culture of 
conspiracy theories depicts the US as uniquely conspiratorial, this study will focus upon comparing the 
US to other western states. Through an exploration of conspiracy theories across western states, it is 
possible to identify nuances and important state-specific differences that impact upon the relationship 
between conspiracy theorists and the state. Chapter 1 begins by defining ‘conspiracy theory’ and 
establishing how it will be operationalised. It then summarises important literature on conspiracy 
theories and positions this thesis in relation to previous findings. Finally, it establishes the approach 
and methodology of the study. This thesis offers a unique dataset which will be analysed across chapters 
2, 3 and 4.  These chapters will each take a different approach to the data, exploring the findings in 
reference to specific strands of thought in the conspiracy theory literature; cultural determinism, group-
dynamics, and external influences. Chapter 5 will summarise the findings across the three perspectives, 
and provide narrative, clarity, and direction for future research.  
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Chapter 1 Literature Review and Methodology 
 
Definitions 
The definition of ‘conspiracy theory’ within the literature is varied, and often pejorative. When authors 
discuss conspiracy theorists or conspiracism, there is often an implication that there is something 
inherently wrong with theorising that individuals are engaging in deceptive and discrete behaviour 
(Coady, 2018). Further, there is an assumption across studies that the authors are discussing the same 
phenomenon when, upon comparison, it is evident that this is not the case (e.g. Husting & Orr, 2007; 
Keeley, 1999). In fact, it is due to the confusion and deprecatory use of ‘conspiracy theory’ that some 
scholars have avoided using the term at all, for instance, referring to them as theories of ‘state crime 
against democracy’ (e.g. deHaven-Smith, 2006; Manwell, 2010). While recognising the previous 
pejorative associations, ‘conspiracy theory’ is the most common and familiar term in the literature and, 
therefore, will be used in this thesis. It will be defined in the following way: A conspiracy is a secret 
plan between two or more actors to influence political, or economic events (Pigden, 1995). A 
conspiracy theory, therefore, is an explanation of events in which the main actors are a small group of 
powerful individuals, acting covertly for their own benefit (Wood, Douglas & Sutton, 2012).  While 
‘conspiracy’ references events that have, or are occurring, ‘conspiracy theory’ refers to an accusation 
which may, or may not, be true (Uscinski & Parent, 2014).   
Who are the Conspiracy Theorists? 
A commonly held stereotype of conspiracy theorists is that they are represent a minority group, which 
consists primarily of middle-aged, Caucasian men (Uscinski & Parent, 2014). Research into 
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demographic composition of conspiracy theorists within the US has not reflected this stereotype. 
Goertzel (1994) conducted a survey analysis of citizens in New Jersey, and found that, contrary to this 
common belief, conspiratorial thinking permeates all demographics within American society. 
Conspiracy theorists are represented relatively equally across gender, occupation, education levels, 
race, and income lines. This finding has been largely corroborated, and uncontested, within recent 
literature (e.g. Oliver & Wood, 2014; Uscinski & Parent, 2014).  
Social psychology has contributed to demographic studies by attempting to find common psychological 
traits and predispositions that correlate with conspiracy belief. A handful of studies have investigated 
the link between conspiracism and personality traits (e.g. Abalakina-Paap et al., 1999; Dagnall et al., 
2015; Leman & Cinnirella, 2013, Swami, Chamorro-Premuzic & Furnham, 2009). The findings of 
these studies have suggested correlations between conspiracism and distrust in authority, political 
cynicism, and poor self-esteem. Political affiliation is also often cited as key factor in overall levels of 
conspiracism, with conservative voters expected to believe in more conspiracies than liberal voters 
(e.g. Hemmer, 2018). Within recent psychology literature, however, this claim has been largely 
unsupported (e.g. Ramsay, 2012; Uscinski & Parent, 2014). While partisan bias has not been found to 
increase overall levels of conspiracism, it has been found to impact upon the type of conspiracies 
individuals accept (e.g. DiFonzo & Bordia, 2017). For instance, conservatives are more likely to 
subscribe to conspiracies that implicate liberal conspirators than conservative conspirators (McClosky 
& Chong, 1985). It is feasible that individuals choose to believe conspiracies that support their political 
predispositions, and not those that are incongruent with their beliefs (Ramsay, 2012). 
Another area of importance in the psychology literature on conspiracy belief is cognitive styles, and 
logical fallacies. Within this approach, conspiracism is studied regarding the assumptions and biases 
that maintain and support a conspiratorial perspective (e.g. Brotherton & French, 2014; van Elk, 2015). 
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These studies are less focused upon the personality traits associated with belief in conspiracism, and 
more focused upon the way in which conspiracy theorists understand and construct society and politics. 
Biases such as confirmation bias (the tendency to search for information that confirms your belief), 
intentionality bias (the tendency to see intention in everything), and proportionality bias (the tendency 
to expect the cause to be of equal size to the effect) have been argued to underpin a conspiratorial 
framework (e.g. Brotherton & French, 2015; van Prooijen & van Dijk, 2014; Killian, 2018). As this is 
a relatively new contribution to the conspiracy theory literature, however, it is yet to be incorporated 
into large-scale studies of causes and expressions of conspiracism.  
To bring together the psychology literature, Swami et al. (2011) undertook an analysis of all the 
proposed correlations with conspiracism and found, rather tautologically, that the strongest correlation 
with current conspiracy belief is past conspiracy belief. As a response to this, some researchers 
proposed the existence of an overarching ‘conspiracy belief’ dimension, separate from political 
affiliation and demographic traits. An example of this is Wood, Douglas and Sutton (2012)’s theory of 
‘monological belief’. Wood et al. (2012) argued that individuals develop a self-sustaining worldview 
that is made up of a mutually supporting network of beliefs. This system can comprise of contradictory 
conspiracies, provided the beliefs behind the conspiracies are consistent. For example, it is possible to 
believe that Osama Bin-Laden is dead, and still alive, provided that in both examples the government 
is involved in the cover-up (Wood et al., 2012). Goertzel (1994) proposed that these systems create an 
easy justification for any new information, as conspiracy becomes the automatic explanation. In total, 
the findings across the psychology literature suggest that the tendency to believe in conspiracism is 
pervasive throughout all demographics, psychological traits, and political affiliations. An interesting 
question, however, is to what extent is conspiracy belief related to environment and culture?  
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Conspiratorial US 
Conspiracy theories within the US are proposed to have commenced long before the states united, some 
claiming the Declaration of Independence to be the original US conspiracy (e.g. Barnett, 2015). The 
first academic pursuit into US conspiracies has largely been attributed to the essay ‘The Paranoid Style 
of American Politics’ by Richard Hofstadter in 1964. Hofstadter proposed a unique paranoid quality to 
the thinking style of US citizens, which is said to influence the way that they understand and act towards 
politics. He traces back the history of US conspiracies and theorised that the citizens are suspicious that 
they only see the consequences of powerful decisions, but never the process. This suspicion and 
paranoia is, therefore, assumed to underpin conspiracy theories and paranoid politics in contemporary 
US society. Thus, US conspiracism became a staple in conspiracy theory literature, and remained a 
popular topic across multiple disciplines for over five decades (e.g. Brion Davis, 1979; Sunstein & 
Vermeule, 2008; Klein, Clutton & Polito, 2018).  
As the literature comes from a variety of disciplines, with alternating foci and approaches, findings and 
explanations are disjointed, and often ad hoc. For example, 9/11 conspiracy theories have been 
explained in a variety of ways ranging from internet usage to anti-Americanism (Heins, 2007; Knight, 
2008). One pertinent reason for this is that conspiracy theories tend to be fragmented, rather than 
cohesive and part of one large overarching conspiracy propagated by all (Ramsey, 2012). This pattern 
lends itself to case-specific research which propagates ad hoc and disjointed explanations, at the 
expense of depth and clarity. This trend is evident through the operationalisation of the term 
‘conspiracy theory’. As there is no coherent measure of conspiratorial thinking, research often collects 
a selection of conspiracy theories and survey individuals on their belief in those specific conspiracies 
(e.g. Goertzel, 1994; Oliver & Wood, 2014). Psychology studies have found, however, that the type of 
conspiracies selected will impact upon the individuals who are likely to believe in them (Enders & 
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Smallpage, 2018). Many issues regarding absence of narrative about US explanations for conspiracism, 
therefore, may arise from the lack of communication between disciplines.  
To address the disjointed nature of the literature, Uscinski and Parent (2014) recently attempted a 
comprehensive, large-scale analysis of conspiracy theories within the US. This study used historical 
and demographic data to address the questions: who are conspiracy theorists? Do levels of conspiracy 
alter with global events? And does the content of these conspiracies differ between groups of 
conspiracy theorists? Uscinski and Parent (2014) used survey data, and content analysis of 
conspiratorial letters over the past few decades to try and uncover the trend of conspiracy, but ultimately 
concluded that no decade seems to be more or less conspiratorial than the previous. While 
conspiratorial thinking is impacted by external factors, the researchers concluded that there is 
something specific to the culture of the US that enables conspiratorial thinking (Uscinski & Parent, 
2014). This conclusion supports the notion that conspiracism is a uniquely important problem within 
the US, much like the dominant US-focused literature has concluded in the past. This conclusion, 
however, remains to be explored in reference to conspiracism in other states and culture.   
Cross-Cultural Conspiracy Belief  
There has been a long prevailing assumption that there is something specific to US politics that enables 
conspiratorial belief. This assumption is most often based upon essays and observation, rather than 
empirical research. Despite this, it is not uncommon to hear of conspiratorial thinking outside the US, 
especially in other western democracies (e.g. ABC, 2017; Gray, 2014; Kranz, 2018). Research into the 
prevalence of conspiracies in other states, however, is underdeveloped. There has been some 
advancement in cross-cultural conspiracism research in psychology. For example, a study in 2013 
tested a measure of conspiratorial thinking in Germany, Turkey, US and the UK (Bruder, Haffke, 
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Neave, Nouripanah & Imhoff, 2013).  This research, however, was designed to test the validity of the 
measure, and consequently did not explicitly report state differences. Political science, or larger state-
based analysis has devoted even less attention to international conspiracy theories. While there have 
been isolated studies into conspiratorial thinking in other states, for example, anti-American 
conspiracies in Pakistan (Iqtidar, 2014), most of this research focuses upon cross-citizen differences, 
as opposed to cross-cultural. Studies continue to show that conspiratorial thinking is an important 
aspect of political discourse across states (e.g. Castanho Silva, Vegetti & Littvay, 2017). It would be 
stretching credibility to argue that it is uniquely impactful within the US. An analysis of the presence 
and content of these conspiracy theories across cultures has the potential to clarify the nature of 
conspiracism and sharpen the focus of future research. 
Common Explanatory Approaches  
Scholars researching conspiracy theories have come from anthropology, political philosophy, political 
science, social psychology and religious studies to provide a mechanism for conspiracism. Gray (2014) 
reviewed western theories about conspiracy and endeavoured to organise these theories into three 
categories; culturally deterministic theories, group-dynamic theories, and external influence theories.  
Culturally Deterministic Theories 
Culturally deterministic theories posit that the culture of the state is a mechanism for conspiracy 
theories. Epitomised by the original Hofstadter (1964) essay, theory of cultural determinism 
attempts to identify culturally specific determiners for US conspiratorial thinking. This calls for 
a focus on psychology, language, and discourse. Most often, these theories cite fear and 
paranoia as the key cause of conspiracy theories (e.g. Fenster, 2008; Pipes, 1999; Post, 1999; 
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Robins & Post, 1997). The manifestation of this perspective may arise in trends regarding the 
assumptions and emotions evoked within the conspiracy theories.  
Group-Dynamic Theories 
This theoretical approach takes its perspective from social studies and proposes that group-
dynamics play a large role in the popularity of conspiracy theories (e.g. Abalakina-Paap et al., 
1997; Miller, 2002). A significant aspect of this approach relates to inter-group dynamics. For 
example, Bale (1995) proposed that through simplifying the out-group, the in-group can create 
a narrative that reaffirms their capability to take control of the outcomes.  As Rudmin (2003) 
puts it, conspiracy theories act as a tool for groups to deconstruct history and reconstruct it in a 
way that is simplified and beneficial. The group-centric perspective may be most visible in the 
interaction between the conspiracy theorists, as well as the way the agents of conspiracy are 
discussed within the content of the theories.  
External Influence Theories 
The final approach, external-centric explanations, explains the presence of conspiracies in terms 
of external events. Literature within this category focuses on the role of globalisation, disaster, 
and the separation of the politician and the voter. These explanations point to a perceived 
decrease in state sovereignty, overwhelming information environment, lack of transparency, 
and how this encourages paranoia (e.g. Madalina, 2015; Uscinski & Parent, 2014). Further, this 
argument is often coupled with the prevalence of postmodernism. That is, with less emphasis 
on falsifiable data, individuals react strongly against attempts to use factual campaigns (Spark, 
1990). This perspective may be most visible in the type of agent blamed for conspiracies, along 
with any themes regarding the value of personal opinion and governmental trustworthiness. 
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Where This Thesis Fits into The Literature: A Comparative Approach 
As the majority of the literature is undertaken within the US, there is not much known about conspiracy 
theories within other western states. Further, there is a lack of cohesiveness or narrative to the theories 
of mechanisms influencing conspiracy theories. A comparative analysis of conspiracy theories in 
western states will contribute to the literature in three key ways: i. provide narrative to the many 
theories in the conspiracy literature, ii. provide insight into conspiracy theories in non-US states and, 
iii. use non-US states to expand upon the existing US-focused theories. Therefore, this thesis 
undertakes a comparative analysis of western conspiracy theories and explores the question ‘to what 
extent are US conspiracy theories unique from conspiracy theories in other western states?’.  
The primary objective of this thesis is to identify themes in the content of conspiracy theories. These 
themes are then used to explore two further areas of interest i. commonalities and differences between 
themes for each state, and ii. how themes in non-US conspiracy theories relate to the theories used in 
the dominant US literature. These themes are then categorised into Gray’s (2014) three areas of 
explanation (cultural determinism, group-dynamic, and external influences), as they fit into this 
grouping without surplus themes. This thesis is organised in such a way that each category is analysed 
in its own chapter. Each chapter explores the themes and uses them to expand upon existing theories 
within the conspiracy literature.  
A Political Psychology Approach 
As this thesis aims to provide insight into the thoughts, actions, and behaviour of citizens, it draws its 
approach largely from political psychology. Political psychology originally started with studies 
regarding elite personality, psychoanalysis, and its influence upon decision making (e.g. Greenstein, 
1987; Feldman & Valenty, 2001). More recently, however, political psychology has expanded its scope 
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to include broader social studies, such as communication between politicians, media, and the citizens 
(‘t Hart, 2010). This thesis will be drawing upon political psychology literature to provide theory from 
a cultural, social, and environmental lens. This will be particularly useful when investigating the three 
proposed mechanisms of conspiracy theory; cultural determinism, group-dynamics, and external 
influences. As the field of political psychology developed from psychology, its approach is often 
pragmatic and quantitative. It is not uncommon, however, for psychology scholars to utilise small-N, 
qualitative, and sometimes interpretative work (Billig, 2003). Therefore, the primary methodology of 
this thesis, qualitative analysis, is congruent with political psychology approaches.  
Comparative Analysis 
Comparative analysis is one of the most popular methods within political science, as it allows for 
scholars to refine theories about causal relationships (Hopkin, 2010). It is through comparisons across 
states that scholars can determine whether a phenomenon is a local creation, or extends to a global 
context (Ragin, Berg-Schlosser & de Meur, 1996). Conspiracy theory literature has largely drawn upon 
US samples and has not been examined within a larger western context. Comparative analysis, 
therefore, offers an avenue for evaluating and refining theories within the conspiracy theory literature.  
Comparative analysis can have both big-N and small-N studies and is more commonly quantitative. 
Qualitative comparative analysis, however, has important strengths which are advantageous for this 
thesis. For one, qualitative analysis is useful for understanding a phenomenon within its context 
(Liberman, 2005). As the social and contextual nuances of thematic differences are the focus of this 
study, comparative qualitative analysis is the preferred approach. Further, this approach enables 
exploration of a complex mixture of variables (George & Bennett, 2005). This is particularly useful, as 
this thesis is providing a narrative to account for the multitude of theories within the existing literature.  
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A limitation of a large-scale qualitative comparative analysis is that it is labour intensive and time 
consuming.  To constrain the task, this thesis analyses only four Anglophone western states in-depth. 
These were the US, Australia, Canada, and England. These states were chosen due to their historical 
and geographical similarities and differences, variations that allow for a nuanced analysis of competing 
factors. Analysis of the content of conspiracy theories across these four states provides an interesting 
and reliable analysis of state-specific trends in conspiracy theories.  
Methodology 
Identifying online resources 
As argued by Knight (2000), the internet has become an important avenue for the dissemination of 
conspiracy theories. As such, recent studies have begun to look to the internet as a tool for analysing 
conspiracism (e.g. Klein, Clutton & Polito, 2018). The entirety of the data collected in this thesis came 
from online resources. This thesis started with a systematic review of all conspiracy theory fora and 
blogs that could be linked to either the US, Australia, Canada, or England. The exclusion criteria for 
websites were: 
- They must be a blog or a forum 
- They must be recent (have updated in the past three years) 
- They must be national (deducible through IP address, posts, members, topics, and titles)  
An exhaustive search was done through Google search engine, using the key words: conspiracy, 
conspiracies, conspiracy theories, conspiracy forum. Larger fora were also used (Reddit, 4chan, 
Facebook) for mentions and links to smaller sites or key terms. Any conspiracy, individual, or site 
mentioned on blogs and fora were followed up in order to identify further candidate sites. One difficulty 
that came up in this section of the process is that many sites are closed to public view and require 
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membership. Despite this, several fora and blogs were found and chosen for each state (see Appendix 
A).  
Selecting online resources 
The number of sites coded was limited to two fora per state. Fora were sought, in particular, as ideal 
mechanisms for representing a range of opinions and allowing for analysis of group dynamics. The 
fora were selected based on their popularity (i.e. number of threads and comments). It was possible to 
identify two large and popular fora for the US. In the cases of Australia, Canada, and England, while 
two fora were identified, they were significantly smaller than US fora. Therefore, to facilitate a fair 
comparison of content, they were supplemented with one blog each. Blogs were selected based upon 
how relevant they were to the discussion within the fora, as well as popularity. Blogs with comments 
on posts were preferable.   
Time Frame 
This thesis coded all threads and comments made on each forum for the past three years. The analysis 
was set at three years to provide contemporary data that was representative. Further, three years 
provided sufficient data to establish a reliable pattern.  
Thematic Analysis 
As the purpose of this thesis was to explore potentially subtle differences in the discourse and content 
of conspiracy theories, an ideal approach is one that can be applied to a broad range of issues, while 
allowing room for analysis of subtle details. It is for this reason that this thesis utilised thematic 
analysis. Thematic analysis is a qualitative method used to identify and analyse patterns in large and 
small data sets (Alholjailan, 2012). One of the key benefits of thematic analysis is its flexibility, as it 
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is not explicitly tied to any epistemological position, or pre-existing theoretical framework (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). In this thesis, thematic analysis was used as a means of analysing ways that individuals 
convey their reality, and the impact that their social context has upon their interpretations. In this sense, 
this method is cohesive with the critical realist epistemology of political psychology and this thesis.  
As thematic analysis can be conducted in several ways, it is important to report the assumptions upon 
which this analysis was based. This analysis was inductive. A ‘theme’ was decided upon by the 
prevalence of the pattern, as well as how key this theme was to the conspiracy theories and discussions. 
As the data set was large, the themes were reflections of broader discursive patterns, as opposed to 
detailed individual theories. This method drew upon the six steps of thematic analysis from Braun and 
Clarke (2006): 
The first step was becoming familiar with the data. In this step, the comments were reviewed and 
recorded in an excel sheet, organised by state. Subsequently, each comment was broken down into 
codes, which were recorded alongside the comments. The codes were then reviewed to identify key or 
recurring themes within each state. Finally, each theme was named and categorised into the three 
perspectives of cultural determinism, group-dynamics, and external influences. The themes were 
analysed in respect to the existing literature. The aim of this analysis was to draw relation between the 
semantics of conspiracy theories, and the experiences of individuals within the wider context of the 
states. 
Data 
Across the four states, approximately 144,000 comments were coded and analysed. From this, using 
the method outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), the codes were developed into themes, and 
successfully categorised into the three perspectives of cultural-determinism, group-dynamics, and 
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external influences, without surplus themes. As the data collected is publicly accessible, and no contact 
was made, there was no requirement for ethical clearance.   
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Chapter 2 Cultural Determinism 
 
Culturally deterministic explanations of conspiracy theories posit the culture of the state as the key 
contributing factor to conspiratorial belief. Culture is a complex medley of history, social norms, 
behaviour, and psychology (Zimmermann, 2017). Due to this, many cultural studies on conspiracism 
draw heavily from social and cognitive psychology to identify mechanisms which influence conspiracy 
belief. Some of the most prominent literature in the field use cultural explanations to distinguish the 
US as uniquely conspiratorial (e.g. Fenster, 2008; Brion Davis, 1979). This conspiracism has often 
been attributed to the paranoid and mistrusting thinking style of US citizens (Hofstadter, 1974). Many 
of these famous contributions, however, are essays and anecdotal observations (Uscinski & Parent, 
2014). Further, while psychology has been extremely active in finding psychological causes for 
conspiracy thinking outside of the US (e.g. Klein, Clutton & Polito, 2018; van Prooijen & van Dijk, 
2014), these studies are removed from social and cultural contexts. The types of cultures in which 
conspiracy theories thrive, and the way in which these cultures interact with, and enable conspiracism, 
has the potential to provide significant insights and contributions to the conspiracy theory field. 
This chapter’s aim is to investigate what cultural themes emerge across the different states, their 
similarities and differences, and how they relate to the current literature on conspiracy theories. These 
themes will be divided into two main sections; commonalities across states, and differences across 
states. The commonalities section will discuss the theme ‘hostile interpretations of ambiguous events’. 
This is a theme that is often discussed in American focused literature. It will address patterns that 
emerge across all states regarding suspicion, autonomy, and grandiosity. The differences section will 
discuss three key thematic differences; approach to theorising, approach to action, and historical 
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cultural influences. The themes within these sections will be analysed and held against existing 
literature in political science and psychology. The success of culturally deterministic literature in 
accounting for the findings will be evaluated, alongside alternate explanations arising from psychology. 
This chapter will argue that there are many commonalities across the cultures which may increase 
conspiracism. There are also, however, important differences between the states in the way the 
conspiracy theories are constructed and acted upon, which is not captured by US-focused literature. 
These differences provide important avenues for future research into the cultural influences upon 
conspiracy theories.  
Commonalities Across States 
Hostile Interpretations of Ambiguous Events 
Robins and Post (1997) coined the term ‘political paranoia’, as a phenomenon distinct from the clinical 
term ‘paranoia’. Political paranoia is a style of thinking that can be applied to entire cultures, 
movements, and time-periods. Within this thinking style, all events in history are completely 
explainable, and predictable. The few people who are aware of this grand conspiracy don the 
responsibility to expose and challenge the conspirators. This fight, fundamentally, comes down to a 
battle between the good and evil of the world. This notion of political paranoia clearly resembles the 
phenomenon conceptualised by Hofstadter’s (1964) in his original essay on the Paranoid Style in 
American Politics. Further, this conception of paranoia is perpetuated throughout cultural explanations 
of American conspiracy theories since (e.g. Fenster, 2008; Brion Davis, 1979). Robins and Post (1997), 
however, hypothesised that this phenomenon is not unique to the US, but rather, is present in every 
society. Consistent with their position, this conception of political paranoia mapped onto the findings 
across all four states analysed in this thesis. When examining the data, one theme that emerged strongly 
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was a consistently hostile interpretation of ambiguous events. In most cases when presented with a 
political or economic event, conspiracy theories would attribute the process to nefarious actors with 
malicious intentions. Further, these interpretations were not only discussed with fear, but also with 
certainty and absolutism. The manifestation of this theme can be identified in three ways; (a) suspicion 
(b) fear of loss of autonomy (c) grandiosity.  
(a) Suspicion  
One recurrent finding across the data was a broad sense of mistrust and suspicion. While it was a 
common trend for individuals to point out inconsistencies in reports widely regarded as suspicious (e.g. 
President Nixon’s Watergate scandal), it was even more common to find individuals critiquing and 
analysing ambiguous events. That is, seemingly innocent scenarios are never what they seem to be. For 
instance, despite having no evidence or examples, one conspiracy theorist requested assistance in 
finding evidence that butterflies, when used in the fashion industry, are an occult symbol. This general 
air of suspicion was found to be a recurrent theme regarding ambiguous actions: “Surely everyone can 
see how the Government is working more and more against the common folk than ever”, ambiguous 
agents: “AI scares me to be honest. I know it's developing rapidly it makes you wonder what else there 
is we don't know of”, or both: “They have us all switched over to LED technology. The mind control 
plan is all in progress. I know it is possible, I know it is probably being done. I just don't know what 
group is utilizing this and setting it up. I do not know what they are trying to brainwash us with either”. 
One pattern that parallels this extreme suspiciousness of ambiguous events is a determination to find 
the ‘real truth’. There is an assumption that emerged consistently across all conspiracy theories, in all 
states, that any resources or reports provided to the public are inherently designed to deceive. That is, 
information that does not confirm the suspicion of the conspiracist is regarded as ‘propaganda’. 
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Therefore, what emerged from the data was a broad mistrust of ‘official sources’. Any sources that are 
not collected individually are potentially under the control of the conspirators e.g. governments, 
academia, businesses, or the education system. This reflects the finding by Kata (2010), that 
information campaigns designed to counter conspiracy theories only serve to reinforce them. This 
theme indicates a thinking style that values the efficacy of self-analysis and remains dubious about the 
trustworthiness of powerful organisations.   
This broad feeling of mistrust was most often visible in conspiracy theories about grand plans 
committed by large, faceless entities, such as the ‘global elite’. It was more common to see these broad 
scale conspiracies in US and Canadian theories, although they were present in Australian and English 
discussions to a lesser degree.  As discussed further on, this could be a result of a tendency for 
Australian and English conspiracies to focus on local and containable issues. When discussing large 
scale actors, the conspiracies were often also large scale. For instance, the government’s interest in 
public health and vaccination programs is often linked to a ‘UN depopulation agenda’. A large body 
of literature in psychology has found evidence that belief in conspiracy theories is heavily influenced 
by cognitive biases (e.g. Brotherton & French, 2015; LeBoeuf & Norton, 2012), one of these biases 
being proportionality bias (e.g. Buckley, 2018; van Prooijen & van Dijk, 2014). This bias reflects an 
implicit assumption that large events must have a correspondingly large cause (Brotherton, 2016). The 
trend of blaming large faceless entities for large-scale events seems to be consistent with this finding. 
This insinuates that what is being reflected in the data is not large-scale delusion, but rather logical 
fallacies that may be perpetuated by specific styles of thinking. As argued by Oliver and Wood (2014), 
conspiracy theories may be less about the conspiracies themselves, and more about the style and 
approach to reasoning.  
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(b) Fear of loss of autonomy  
The suspicion that ‘what we see and know is tightly controlled by faceless organisations’ has ties to 
the fear that free will and autonomy are under threat (Melley, 2000). As mentioned prior, one of the 
fundamental trends that emerged from the data is the fear that information is being filtered and 
controlled. Knowledge is consistently quoted as the key to this control, and hence, the prime target for 
any malicious agenda: “Everything we see on TV has been scripted one way or another to just keep us 
all thinking the same way... If everyone had their own thoughts on things it would be too hard for 
governments to control us all”. While the dissemination of misinformation is most often attributed to 
media, it can arise in many avenues, such as biased government funding in Academia, or even 
controlling past and future events through teleportation. The one key aspect remains the same, however, 
that it is the conspiracy theorist’s responsibility to reveal these conspiracies for what they are and free 
the autonomy of the people.  
Robins and Post (1997) argued that the interest in ‘who has control’ arises from a desire to be 
completely safe. Through this desire, individuals will put themselves in dangerous circumstances to 
gain back their control. This action of stepping in harm’s way to reveal the truth is painted as absolutely 
fundamental for survival: “Just an example of private citizens standing up to a corrupt, tyrannical 
government and at all costs, ensuring a government by the people, for the people”. While this desire 
to know who is in control at all times is listed by Robins and Post as a pathology of paranoia, Fenster 
(2008) argued that conspiracy theories operate as a type of radical scepticism to protect those who feel 
marginalised from society. According to this, the tendency to feel defensive, not in control, and 
removed from society, could be interpreted, at least in part, as a reaction to real inequalities and genuine 
grievances.   
27 
 
(c) Grandiosity  
Grandiosity is an inflated belief in self, particularly in comparison to other people (Cichocka, 
Marchlewska & de Zavala, 2015). This appears to be reflected in the data across the fora. A strong 
theme that emerged from the data was the mockery of individuals who disagreed with the theory or 
agreed with the mainstream reporting of events. The information collated by conspiracy theorists was 
considered superior, as it was free of the ‘propaganda’ spouted by traditional avenues of information: 
“People who payed a quarter million dollars to be educated are never going to admit or accept that 
they payed for their own brainwashing. They will stand by each other, as they do now and repeat the 
words their trainers taught them”. It follows that if conspiracy theorists believe their theory to be the 
‘real truth’, it is foolish to disagree. It is not uncommon for theorists to forgo citing sources, as no 
official reports would exist to support the ‘hidden truth’. The truth that is revealed through personal 
research is valued far beyond that which is readily accessible to the public: “I will not disclose any of 
the current research on the details of my analyzed signal until I have conclusively exhausted this list. I 
am not interested in direct contact with entities such as SETI, NASA, ANY UFO NEWS OR MEDIA 
GROUP, or government backed intelligence entities”. It is important to note, however, that this trend 
of self-importance varied greatly between conspiracy theories. While all the discussion in the 
conspiracy fora held that self-analysis was the supreme tool, and believed that not questioning 
information is foolish, they varied in their openness to challenges. Due to the variability of the openness 
to challenges, it may be a reflection of personal characteristics, rather than a cultural trend. The 
grandiosity of personal analysis, however, remains a consistent trend across all conspiracy theories. 
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Differences Across States: Approach to Theorising  
US and Canada: Theory Peddling  
While trends of mistrust and self-importance emerged in conspiracy theories across all states, they 
differed in their approach to constructing theories. A strong trend that emerged from both US and 
Canadian conspiracy fora was a tendency towards highly theoretical discussion. It has been often 
documented that conspiracy theories are always consistent with the ideology of the conspiracy theorist 
(e.g. DiFonzo & Bordia, 2007). Conspiracy theories on the same topic may differ greatly in the identity 
and motives of the conspirator, depending on the who constructed the theory (Klein, Clutton & Polito, 
2018). This is a phenomenon that was particularly salient in US and Canadian discussion fora. 
Individuals often disagreed with another conspiracy theorist’s approach and reframed it in their own 
understanding. As the theories amassed, they became increasingly more outlandish and hopeless for 
the theorists. The manifestation of this theme was identified in two ways: (a) individuals piecing 
together the puzzle and (b) simplification. 
(a) Individuals piecing together the puzzle  
The approach to conspiracy theories in US and Canadian fora was often focused around finding 
evidence and linking events to confirm suspicions. The environment in the fora encourages and 
facilitates self-research and self-theorising. As a result, many of the conspiracy theories were made by 
piecing together scattered data collected online to establish a plausible solution to the puzzle. For 
instance, this Canadian conspiracy theorist argued through photographic evidence that Prime Minister 
Justin Trudeau is the son of Fidel Castro: “While Justin Trudeau’s birthplace of Ottawa, Canada may 
be a long way from Havana, his mother Margaret Trudeau visited Cuba nine months before Justin was 
born, and there are photographs of her socializing with Fidel Castro”. Within the discussions, 
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individuals often disagreed and provided their own interpretation of the event. Through this 
disagreement, more pieces of information were added to the puzzle to justify new conclusions. As this 
goes on, individuals became increasingly more confident in their interpretation, and increasingly more 
extreme in their claims. For instance, a US conspiracy theorist initially proposed that the government 
may have injected every citizen with microchips to monitor them, but ended the discussion by arguing 
that microchips are used for mind-control and cause disease to fight overpopulation. 
This disagreement and reinforcement of personal conspiracy theories reflects the finding that 
conspiracy theorists are driven by their pre-existing ideology and are highly resistant to challenges (e.g. 
Goertzel, 1994). The more challenges there are to the belief system of conspiracy theorists, the more 
they double down on their opinions (Nyhan & Reifler, 2010). While the findings of this thesis map 
onto previous studies regarding conspiracy theorists in the US, it is interesting to note that these 
findings are not as prevalent in Australia and England. Disagreements, focus on self-research, and 
peddling of theories was a far stronger theme in US and Canadian discussions.  
(b) Simplification  
Rather than building on other theories, individuals tended to disagree and become more confident in 
their own theory. As this happens, the conspiracy theories become increasingly simplistic and offer no 
route for discussion. This comment on a Hillary Clinton conspiracy theory provides a clear example of 
this trend: “Okay here is the logic. Hillary is blaming Russia. Hillary wants war with Russia. War with 
Russia = Extinction of the human race. Therefore Hillary = Insane. This is not even up for debate. It 
is plain and simple”. An important outcome of this simplification is that there is no avenue for 
discussion, agreement, or action. As a result, the theories become hopeless, and frustrating for the 
theorists.  
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The simplification of conspiracy theories is consistent with the intentionality bias which is one of the 
cognitive biases identified in psychology studies of conspiracy theories.  An intentionality bias arises 
from the implicit assumption that every event that occurs in the world is intentional (Brotherton & 
French, 2015). This explanation makes sense of the trend to simplify. An inability to accept that there 
are random occurrences, along with the need to control your surroundings may come together to create 
simple, parsimonious explanations for complex events. Therefore, representing logical fallacies that 
are perpetuated among these groups of conspiracy theorists.  
Australia: Matter of Fact  
As opposed to the battling and disagreement in US and Canadian conspiracy fora, Australian 
conspiracy theories tended to be more unified in their conclusions. Rarely was there disagreement about 
specific conspiracy theories. Rather, the conspiracy theories were treated as fact, as opposed to theories 
up for debate: “100% droughts are engineered. Wonder what their excuse can be for cloud seeding 
over water catchment areas Australia wide but not over farming areas”. As a result, conspiracy theory 
discussions frequently involved one individual presenting an idea, and other conspiracy theorists 
agreeing, providing anecdotes, and expressing exasperation and outrage: “This Government is 
TREASONOUS. It’s illegal to charge for water. Under their own laws”. This approach reflects some 
elements of Robins and Post’s (1997) political paranoia. That is, the fear that time is running out, a 
decision must be made, and the conspiracy theorists are responsible to stand up before it is too late. It 
does, however, lack the mutual mistrust and self-reliance within the community of conspiracy theorists 
that emerged from US and Canadian fora.  
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England: Group Mystery Solving 
Discussion within English conspiracy theory fora was similar to US and Canadian discussions in that 
it involved frequent puzzle piecing and mystery solving. It was different, however, in the sense that 
these mysteries were tackled as a group effort, and often treated as an exercise. It is for this reason that 
a separate theme of ‘mystery solving’ emerged from English conspiracy theories. 
Conspiracy theories were often discussed as mysteries that can never truly be solved. While ‘all theories 
are solvable with enough research’ is an ideology often attributed to the conspiracy theory style (e.g. 
Robins & Post, 1997), this did not appear to be a strong trend in English fora.  Rather, solving mysteries 
was often treated as a thought exercise, where no answer is right or wrong, and there is no end game. 
English conspiracy theories broached a range of subjects, including topics discussed in other states, 
such as 9/11 conspiracies. Uniquely, however, a large portion of English conspiracy theories discussed 
matters of true crime and myths. As result, the focus of these theories tended to be about providing new 
angles and new evidence to piece together the puzzle. Further, as these theories often involved 
malicious characters committing crimes on a local level, the conclusions most often put blame on the 
greediness of human nature.  
Possibly because the theories tended to be treated with less gravity, a large portion of the discussion 
was cooperative and focused toward finding new evidence as a group. Most ideas presented to the 
group for discussion were met with encouragement: “that’s interesting, do you have any more 
evidence?”. Often individuals would humour theories and discussions even although they admitted that 
they did not believe them to be realistic: “Whilst I am unable to condone the 'World Government' angle, 
in the main, human beings are unquestionably ego driven idiots who thrive on badges with blatant 
disregard for the impact their individual existence has on the environment.” As opposed to US and 
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Canadian ‘theory peddling’ which valued debate, and resisted group-work, and Australian ‘matter of 
fact’, approaches which valued group work but resisted debate, English ‘mystery solving’ appeared to 
favour group-work as well as debate.  
Differences Across States: Motivation for Action  
US and Canada: Self Protection in an Irreparable Political Landscape 
A theme that arose in both the US and Canada was a need for self-protection in an irreparable political 
landscape. This theme was accompanied by a sense of powerlessness and hopelessness. Conspiracy 
theories were not usually used to motivate action, but rather, remained in the world of theory. The 
manifestation of this theme can be identified in two ways: (a) injustice of the people (b) the people are 
powerless. 
(a) Injustice of the people 
There was a recurrent trend of frustration and injustice in the US and Canadian conspiracy theories. 
One study by social psychologist van Prooijen (2015) found that uncertainty and concern for others 
increases the likelihood of conspiracy belief. The concern for the rights of the citizens was regularly 
cited in US and Canadian fora and this draws a clean parallel to van Prooijen’s (2015) finding. These 
conspiracy theories often painted ‘the government’ in direct opposition to the ‘the people’. This 
injustice fell across partisan lines and was used to explain how the citizen is a pawn of the powerful: 
“I don’t care what side of the political fence anyone is on, we should be pissed off enough about this 
as citizens”.   
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(b) The people are powerless 
The perceived injustice, however manifested, was often at the hands of extremely powerful beings, or 
organisations. Further, these organisations were viewed as so deeply embedded in the political climate 
that any action from the citizens would be pointless. For instance, this frustration is seen in this 
comment on information control: “I can't help but think perhaps we are witnessing the beginning of 
the end and we are all pawns in the game. I don't care how smart any of us think we are, these 
psychopaths that are fighting for control over the whole globe, are always way ahead of us”. Despite 
agreement about the general hopelessness of the political climate, there was a tendency for individuals 
to consider themselves more prepared than the average citizen. The view was often expressed that they 
could use their expert knowledge to keep themselves away from nefarious forces, and watch from afar: 
“We all will know forever that something is wrong with all those events, but we will never be able to 
prove it”. 
Australia: Injustice Motivates Action  
Australian conspiracies, on the other hand, were often used to motivate movement. Regularly 
Australian conspiracy theories were accompanied with comments of outrage which, in turn, became a 
call for action. These comments posed the responsibility of Australian citizens to fight: “Every 
Australian needs to take a look at this!! We are being Hoodwinked!! Liberal, Labour and Greens MUST 
GO!!”.  Australian conspiracy theories not only called for action, but they also had high confidence in 
the success of that action. Like US and Canadian theories, Australian theories painted large powerful 
organisations as having control of the political climate. In contrast, however, Australian citizens, were 
considered equally as powerful when they acted as a group: “Yep, they definitely ramped up. They fear 
us”.  
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England: Keep Calm and Carry On 
Much like US and Canadian conspiracy theories, English conspiracy theories tended to manifest more 
as theoretical discussions, than as calls for action. When issues regarding citizens were discussed they 
were not agreed upon and did not result in a unanimous decision, or action: “Personally I don't think 
there's any point in trying to get away from it because unless you're willing to live a very reclusive life 
and make huge changes to your living habits, you're never going to be far from EMF sources”. Despite 
this, indecision was not often met with frustration. More often, the discussion petered out. An important 
thing to note, however, is unlike US and Canadian conspiracy theories, English theories did not 
regularly involve large groups of citizens. This may reflect the fact that many of the English conspiracy 
theories were about true crime and mysteries of the past and, thus, they do not often require action. 
There was some continuity across the two themes of ‘approach to theorising’, and ‘motivation to 
action’. US and Canadian conspiracy theories presented the theme of theory peddling, which involved 
proposing increasingly simple and hopeless scenarios. They also had the theme of self-protection in an 
irreparable political landscape, which involved fear and anger towards these conspirators, yet no 
avenue for change. Perhaps the reasons for why US and Canadian conspiracy theories were less likely 
to act and more likely to see their conspirators as too powerful to act against, are interwoven.  Similarly, 
the approach and motivation for action in Australian conspiracy theories appeared linked, that is, 
Australian theories were more likely to agree upon one conspiracy theory per topic and were more 
likely to make decisions to act upon this conspiracy. Further, English conspiracy theories treated the 
theories as an exercise, and often did not have modern day victims on whose behalf they needed to act.  
Overall, what appears to be emerging from the data is that the way in which conspiracy beliefs are 
acted upon is related to the manner in which they are constructed and that this differs from one culture 
to the next.  
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Differences Across States: Unique Historical Influences on Content  
US: 1950’s – 1970’s Era Politics  
A unique theme that emerged from the data on US conspiracy theories was a heavy focus on 1950’s – 
1970’s politics. Conspiracy theories often harked back to examples from Kennedy’s Assassination in 
the 1960’s, to multiple, popular alien-abduction stories of the time (e.g. Lubbock Lights: Foster, 2018). 
Discussions either rehashed these old conspiracies with a new angle or used them to justify 
contemporary theories about current conspiracies. This period of US politics was filled with 
uncertainty, violence, and civil unrest (Walsh, 2010).  There were multiple assassinations, civil rights 
movements, and a strong fear of the external enemies (the Cold War), and internal enemies (the red 
scare: Storrs, 2015). The powerful influence this era appears to have upon modern US conspiracy 
theories is possibly because it represents a period of uncertainty, where citizens saw the outcome of 
secret plans, but never the process. As this period provides salient examples of real conspiracies, it can 
be evoked to provide credibility to the unease that contemporary US conspiracy theorists feel.  
England: Ancient European Myths and Magic  
Similar to the mystery and uncertainty of 1950’s – 1970’s era US politics, England has a long history 
of uncertainty in the form of magic, folklore, and mythology. This ancient European magic is prevalent 
throughout the culture, often showing up in subtle and unexpected ways, such as in park names, or pub 
signs (Cottrell-Boyce, 2015). It is not surprising, then, that this theme is also well represented in the 
English conspiracy theories. Unique from the US, Australia, and Canada, a large portion of English 
theories called upon true crime, mythology, and magical occurrences. Conspiracies and cover-ups were 
often attributed to witches, druids, and satanic cults. Further, the interest in true crime cases was most 
frequently on a local level, that is, there was more discussion and interest in small local cases then there 
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was in grand conspiracies that extend beyond England. If conspiracy theories are more about the 
reasoning than the actual content of the theories (Oliver & Wood, 2014), then England is a perfect 
example of filling in blanks with enemies that are familiar.  
Australia and Canada: Contemporary Local Politics 
Australian and Canadian conspiracies had a similar theme of focusing on contemporary politics. While 
US and English conspiracies drew from old myths and mysteries alongside contemporary politics, 
Australian and Canadian conspiracy theories often focused more exclusively on political events. 
Australian conspiracy theories were almost always about politics within Australia, whereas Canadian 
conspiracies were interested in international events which may or may not involve Canada. This is 
potentially a reflection of geography, and how it impacts upon the salience of issues within the state. 
As Australia is geographically isolated, the source of most local grievances exists within the state. 
Canada, on the other hand, shares a border with the US and, therefore, Canadian conspiracy theorists 
often reported uncertainty about their freedom from US control.  
Concluding Remarks 
This chapter viewed, compared, and analysed cultural themes that emerged from the conspiracy fora 
of each state. Culturally deterministic explanations of conspiracy literature often position US culture 
as uniquely conspiratorial (Grey, 2014). The findings of this chapter were not entirely consistent with 
that assertion. It is important to note that when collecting data about the conspiracy theories, it was 
easier to find fora for the US, than it was for the other three states. Although, it is not possible within 
this study to determine the relative levels of conspiracism, what is apparent in the findings is that a 
theme that resembles the concept of ‘political paranoia’ argued to underpin US conspiracism, is found 
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equally across all four states. This theme saw elements of extreme suspicion, fear of loss of autonomy, 
and grandiosity, all key indicators of political paranoia in Robin and Post’s (1997) study.  
There are multiple ways of interpreting these findings. It is possible that, consistent with the US 
literature, political paranoia is the key factor to conspiracy belief. It could be found in future studies 
that conspiracy belief increases and decreases with the relative levels of political paranoia within a 
state. Another interpretation, however, is that political paranoia resembles a description of 
conspiratorial thinking, rather than an explanation for it. Clinically or colloquially, paranoia is often 
thought of as a pathology or delusion (Chrzanowski, 1963). It is often the case, however, that the themes 
in the data reflected well researched logical fallacies, as opposed to delusions (e.g. proportionality bias). 
Further, there was a consistent trend of hopelessness, frustration, anger, and uncertainty. Rather than 
thinking of these expressions as a reflection of pathological paranoia, it may benefit to view these 
conspiracies as a complex mixture of social, structural, and psychological factors. Draguns (1980) 
argued that paranoia was not a distinct phenomenon, but an extreme expression of pre-existing patterns. 
Potentially, conspiracy theory culture may arise from real grievances, expressed in an extreme way. 
Individuals who feel ostracised, less in control, and uncertain may fall prey to the common logical 
fallacies that underpin conspiracy theories. If this is the case, then it would be politically beneficial to 
pay attention to the issues being expressed in the conspiracy theories and use these to better understand 
the social and political grievances of these theorists.  
There are also many ways the fora across the four states differed in their approach to conspiracy 
theories. They differed mostly in the way they constructed and acted upon these. US, Canadian, and 
English conspiracy fora were less likely to agree and act upon their suspicions than Australia but were 
more likely to allow for multiple ideas. It is possible that these different approaches impact upon the 
prevalence of conspiracy theories in different states and would be an interesting endeavour for future 
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studies. Regardless of levels of conspiracism, the fact remains that the fora across states differed greatly 
in their approach to theorising and acting upon suspicion. If conspiracism can be interpreted as a 
political tool, the ways in which it is utilised may have significant implications for political 
participation.   
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Chapter 3 Group-Dynamics  
 
Group-dynamic explanations of conspiracy theories posit that the relationships and interactions 
between the conspiracy theorists are the key to conspiracism. Notions of group-dynamics, and how 
these impact upon the dissemination of ideas and movements are well-documented throughout political 
science (e.g. Janis, 1974; Miller, 2002). Throughout the conspiracy theory literature, work that calls 
upon social dynamics, inter-group relationships, and how these influence conspiracism fall under 
group-dynamic explanations. Gray (2014) argued that forming groups with like-minded individuals 
plays a fundamental role in the dissemination and maintenance of conspiracy theories. Further, Bale 
(1995) argued that the key to understanding conspiracism comes from the way conspiracy theorists 
construct their identity, and the identity of the enemy. This draws on ingroup-outgroup interactions, 
prejudice, and the motives behind constructing groups. Whether group-dynamic theories reflect the 
findings across all four states stand to further the understanding of conspiracism. 
This chapter’s aim is to investigate what themes emerge from group-interactions across the different 
states, what their similarities and differences are, and how they relate to the current literature on 
conspiracy theories. As in Chapter 2, the themes that emerge from the fora will be broken down into 
two sections, commonalities and differences. The commonalities section will address two key themes 
that emerged across all four states, the conflation of injustices and agents (creating an outgroup) and 
unifying against the conspirator (creating an ingroup). The differences section will discuss the 
differences between states in group cohesion. This will focus on intragroup interactions between 
conspiracy theorists. The themes within each section will be analysed and held against existing group-
dynamic literature. The success of the literature in accounting for the findings will be evaluated, 
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alongside alternate explanations arising from psychology. This chapter will argue that ultimately 
group-dynamic literature is successful in accounting for the themes that emerge from the conspiracy 
fora. State differences in group cohesion are not as well understood and provide interesting avenues 
for future research.  
Commonalities Across States 
Conflation of Injustice and Agents – Creating an Outgroup 
The fundamental notion that underlies group centred research into conspiracy theories is the perceived 
existence of an ingroup and an outgroup (Tajfel,1982), that is, within conspiracy theories there are 
delineable differences between the individuals who fall victim to conspiracies, and those who commit 
them. It is a well-known phenomenon within social and political psychology for individuals to frame 
fights in terms of self and other or evil and good (e.g. Montiel & Shah, 2008). Bale (1995) argued that 
by framing groups of individuals in such a simple way, it becomes easier to gain perceived control of 
a complex situation. This is reinforced by social psychology studies which found that this phenomenon 
is more frequently observed in times of tension, uncertainty, and anxiety (Dhont & Hodson, 2014). The 
simplicity of groups, however, is not uniform. Rather, it is more common to frame the outgroup as 
homogenous and with a clear aim, as opposed to the ingroup, which is more varied in its identity and 
intention of its members. This framing of simplistic outgroups and complex ingroups maps on to a 
salient theme that emerged across all four states; the conflation of injustice and agents. Within this 
theme, conspiracy theorists framed injustice within the state as intentional and malicious. Through the 
assumption of intentionality, injustices were linked with agents, and with motives that are reducible to 
power or greed. The manifestation of this theme will be identified in three ways: (a) identifying motives 
in injustice (b) personifying injustices (c) simplification of conspiracies.  
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(a) Identifying motives in injustice 
One recurrent finding across the data was a tendency to suspect motives behind all events, regardless 
how small or accidental they may have seemed. It was most common to see individuals introduce 
events and conspiracy theories at the same time. From the beginning, it was assumed that any event 
that was not completely transparent was the will of a malicious figure. For instance, almost every 
conspiracy theory across all states involved highly competent and organised conspirators with grand 
schemes, for example: “As part of the Agenda the United Nations plan to depopulate the world and 
leave only the extremely rich elite in their own perfect world”. This theme is particularly salient, 
however, when individuals post a ‘suspicious phenomenon’ prior to developing a theory and go on to 
develop theories further into the discussion.  These conspiracy theories develop without a specific 
conspirator or motive in mind but, rather, an assumption that misery or strange happenings in the world 
must be at the hand of an agent. For instance, in this English conspiracy, the theorist initiated the 
discussion by protesting the amount of roadwork on their street. The conversation quickly turned into 
an accusation of government intentionality in controlling the movement of citizens, “[roadwork is a] 
subtle obstacle to prevent large groups of people moving across the country at once, say marching on 
parliament? A counter revolutionary device?”. One way of explaining this phenomenon comes from 
a social psychology study of group-dynamics (Cichocka et al., 2015). In this Cichocka et al concluded 
that a way of dealing with threats to self, or to the ingroup, is to assume any harm is the responsibility 
of an outgroup. Thus, there is a tendency to see motive and intentionality in grievances or accidents 
that may not be there. It is possible that this pattern is what is reflected in the group interactions in the 
current data. By viewing the world as a battle between groups, conspiracies become plausible 
explanations for everyday grievances.  
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(b) Personifying injustices 
To assume intentionality behind all events requires acknowledging a motive and an actor. A trend that 
emerged across the data was the wide variety of intentions and actors theorised on the same topic. The 
person behind the conspiracy varied greatly depending upon the individuals engaging within the 
discussion. For instance, the agent behind 9/11 conspiracies included the national government, a 
foreign government, illuminati (secret global organisation), aliens, and shape-shifting reptiles: “9/11 
was just part of the Reptilian’s agenda”. The specific identity of the opposing group appeared to be 
secondary to the broad sense of conspiracy. DiFonzo and Bordia (2007) argued that the most important 
element for an individual to believe in a conspiracy, is whether it fits into their ideological beliefs. For 
instance, partisan bias impacts upon conspiracy belief, as liberal voters are more likely to believe 
conspiracies where conservatives are the perpetrator and vice versa (Enders & Smallpage, 2018). In 
this sense, by personifying injustices in a way that is ideological consistent, an individual can 
rationalise an unpleasant event in a way that is consistent with their world views and this grants them 
control of the situation.  
While conspiracies could remain small-scale, for example, involving specific politicians or 
businessmen, it was more common for conspiracies to be attributed to far larger entities.  Regardless, 
the agents were personified as having a single will and intent. Further, the agents that were created 
were often conceived to be all-powerful and competent so as to execute the many plans to which they 
are assigned. The sheer power and extensiveness of the agents accused of being behind these 
conspiracies meant that many of the accusations arising from the data were vague and all encapsulating, 
such as ‘the agenda’, or ‘the system’. Gray (2014) argued that while it may appear paradoxical to create 
such powerful outgroups that cannot be defeated, it gives the ingroup a sense of tranquillity and control. 
43 
 
Putting a face to a grievance, and finding someone to blame, has long been acknowledged as a coping 
mechanism for rationalising anxious and uncertain situations (Carlin, 2010).  
(c) Simplification of conspiracies  
One trend that appeared regularly across all four states was the conflation and simplification of agents, 
motives, and events. Taylor et al. (1978) argued that one of the aspects of creating an outgroup to 
oppose is finding clear points of difference. Thus, the outgroup should be defined in opposition to the 
ingroup in a clear and homogenous way. This argument has explanatory power when considering the 
simplification and conflation of conspiracy agents in the current data. Conspirators were consistently 
painted with one clear goal regardless of the number of actors involved. This goal was most often greed 
or power at the expense of the citizens. As the conspiracy theories were often ambiguous they had the 
power to explain anything and implicate anyone. It is for this reason that, occasionally, entities typically 
considered in opposition to one another were depicted as working together. For instance, in one 
conspiracy theory, Russia and the US were implicated as working together to hide the fact that the 
moon landing was fake. Everyone with power had the capacity to be in on the conspiracy. Indeed, often 
everyone with power were considered to be ‘in cahoots’. From this simplification and conflation of 
agents, motives, and events, powerful individuals were blanketed into one group, the outgroup. It is for 
this reason that it was so frequent in the data for specific identities of perpetrators to be foregone, as 
they could be wrapped up in the terms ‘elite’, ‘global elite’, or ‘grand network’.  
Unifying Against the Conspirator – Creating an Ingroup 
Group-dynamic explanations of conspiracy theories rely not only on the existence of an outgroup, but 
an ingroup to oppose it. Gray (2014) argued that the internet facilitates the creation of conspiracy 
theories as it allows like-minded people to find each other.  When these conspiracy theorists come 
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together on one platform they take on an identity that opposes the evil construction of the conspiracist 
(Bale, 1995). It becomes the role of these individuals to expose and fight against the conspiracies they 
unveil. This is another important theme that emerged from the group interactions on the conspiracy 
fora. Through discussing and agreeing upon the actions of the conspirators (the outgroup), theorists 
created an identity that was defined in opposition to the conspirators (the ingroup). This ingroup was 
often discussed as a natural opponent to the conspirators. If the conspirators were evil, elite, and greedy 
agents who fight against the citizens, then the conspiracy theorists were good, everyday individuals 
who fought for the citizens. The manifestation of this theme can be identified in two ways: (a) 
conspiracy theorists as unified (b) conspiracy theorists as competent.  
(a) Conspiracy theorists as unified 
A consistent trend that emerged from all states was the positioning of conspiracy theorists against the 
conspirators. The conspiracy theorists become a group in their own right. Throughout the fora 
discussion, individuals recurrently depicted their conspiracy theories as a fight of ‘us versus them’: 
“The "Elite" do tend to tell us of their plans. That way it's on us and not their conscience”. While the 
conspiracy theorists stand in opposition to the abuse of the public, they did not see themselves as 
exclusively part of the public. Rather, they considered the public to be weak and defenceless, while the 
conspiracy theorists were a sub-group of prepared and knowledgeable individuals: “The World has 
gone nuts and the scariest thing is that the people/sheeple think that is the norm”. Some groups had 
certain symbols, languages or history that united them. An interesting finding in the data was the 
pervasive use of group specific terminology, cyphers and myths across all fora. Individuals would 
mention terms such as ‘the grey’ (a species of alien) or ‘agenda 21’ (a UN depopulation plan) in passing 
without assuming the need for explanation. In fact, it was common for entire conspiracies to be 
referenced and never explained. Conspiracy theorists, as a group, were assumed to know the history of 
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old conspiracies. To an individual who is unfamiliar with conspiracy theories and, therefore, not part 
of the ingroup some of these discussions would have appeared impenetrable.  
When a group is defined in opposition to another, it is common to see the members of the outgroup as 
homogenous, and the members of the ingroup as heterogenous (Tajfel, 1982). As mentioned above, a 
common pattern in the conspiracy fora was for individuals to conflate and simplify the identity and 
motives of the conspirators. It was also common, however, for conspiracy theorists to identify the 
differences between each other. For instance, there was a strong delineation between individuals who 
believed the holocaust to be a lie and those who did not: “I disassociate myself with the hate and 
stupidity about the Holocaust being a lie; it would not surprise me if it was a disinfo plot to smear our 
Forum site”.  Thus, individual members of conspiracy theory fora held their own personal opinions, 
and were interested in different types of conspiracies, from political plots to alien invasion.  As 
mentioned in Chapter 2, disagreements were not common in Australian fora, but across states there 
were many ways in which individual group members differentiated themselves from one another. For 
instance, Australians may individualise themselves based on their specialised knowledge: “I heard 
from an expert electrical engineer that computers potentially have a mind”.  
(b) Conspiracy theorists as competent   
Another way in which the conspiracy theorists identified as a group was through their self-perceived 
competence in comparison to the average citizen. The citizens were often painted as the victims of 
conspiracy theories although this depiction varied between pity, e.g. “I find it hard to believe that the 
administration thinks so little of American people”, and ridicule, e.g. “Morons plain and simple”. 
While conspiracy theorists were victims as they were still citizens, they were also the defenders. As a 
collective group, the conspiracy theorists often described themselves as intelligent and perceptive 
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enough to unveil and take down the conspirator’s plot “so many people aren't like us and awake to it. 
So much gets let through because the majority is fast asleep and distracted”. While confidence in the 
ability to make a difference differed across states (see Chapter 2), the confidence in the group’s ability 
to reveal the truth remained a strong pattern across states “Folks we all need to do some digging. There's 
definitely more to this. A school doesn't have an outbreak like this out of the blue”. The group identity 
of the conspiracy theorist appeared to be as a protector, and defendant of the rights of the citizens.  
Differences Across States: Group Cohesion 
US, Canada, England: Independent Contributions to Discussions  
While the positioning of conspiracy theorists as a united group against conspirators was a theme that 
emerged across all four states, there were thematic differences between the states in the way the 
members of the conspiracy fora constructed their partnership. This difference is most apparent when 
comparing the group-dynamics within Australia to the other three states. A pattern that was clear in the 
group interactions of the US, Canada and England was that conspiracy theorists were independent and 
unattached individuals contributing to a discussion topic. While the members of the group may identify 
with one another over the shared interest of unveiling conspiracies, they debated, disagreed, and 
fragmented. The fora were treated as resources for like-minded people, as opposed to being like a 
gathering of family: “I offered my opinion. There are other opinions. I hope you find a suitable 
answer”.  It appeared that theorists in the fora of these states were resistant to conformity and 
leadership. Although literature in the conspiracy field has previously considered leadership to be a large 
part of conspiracy groups, and ‘paranoid’ movements (e.g. Robins & Post, 1997), that is not the trend 
that appeared in the data across these three states. As mentioned Chapter 2, themes of extreme suspicion 
and fear of loss of autonomy were recurrent throughout the fora. In this sense this theme may be 
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reflecting those trends.  Collective identity and leadership may be something that the conspiracy 
theorists naturally mistrust.  
Australia: United Front  
One theme that emerged strongly in the Australian fora was conspiracy theorists uniting as a 
community. As opposed to the regular disagreements that arose in the fora of the other states, Australian 
fora rarely disagreed on conspiracies. Most often, individuals agreed with posts, and followed up with 
anecdotes, further evidence, or support “Thank you, just what I suspected”. There were less diverse 
conspiracies on the one blog, possibly because people who disagreed with some popular topics, were 
pushed out, e.g. “I banned that twit mate. Can't stand being infiltrated by pro-vaxxers”. As a result, it 
was common for one person to lead the discussion and initiate most posts, and for others to follow. 
Interestingly, the discussion on these fora were often so unanimous, anxious, and decision focused, that 
they began to resemble groupthink, a term coined by Janis (1974). Janis defined groupthink as a process 
in which stressful decision-making situations cause groups to make disastrous decisions. Through the 
need for a unanimous agreement, these groups fail to consider alternatives, and favour unrealistic 
solutions ('t Hart, 2010).  Certainly, discussions in the Australian fora became increasingly more 
extreme as they went on. Further, there was a shared believe in the collective efficacy of the group and 
a resistance to ideas or suggestions that deviated from the original post, e.g. “so many people aren't 
like us and awake to it. So much gets let through because the majority is fast asleep and distracted”.  
While Australian posts were qualitatively different from the other three states and more indicative of 
‘groupthink’, it is important to consider the fact that they were also more action focused, as discussed 
in Chapter 2.  Actions require decisions and groupthink is fundamentally part of a decision-making 
process. Being focused on decision may play a role in the way they construct their groups. Further, 
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while it was common to see unity within the Australian conspiratorial fora, it was not universal.  There 
were regular examples of disagreement which more closely resembled the fora in the other three states 
“I don't argue with those statements. I simply dismiss them as the brainless ravings they are.”.  
Concluding Remarks  
The intention of this chapter was to analyse the themes that arose from the way in which conspiracy 
theorists constructed groups. The findings in this chapter, in large, support the argument of group-
dynamic influences on conspiracy theories. Group-dynamic theories focus on the assumptions that 
underlie intergroup relationships, and the way in which conspiracy theorists construct in-groups and 
out-groups (Gray, 2014). Bale (1995) argued that conspiracy theories create an enemy to account for 
injustices and gain control. This is reflected in the themes that emerge from the fora of all four states, 
as injustices are always treated as intentional at the hands of an enemy. Further, the identity of these 
enemies often varied with the same topic, as all conspirators are constructed as homogenous. Thus, the 
themes that emerged across all four states were consistent with the group-dynamic literature on 
conspiracy theories.  
One interesting deviation that emerged was the united nature of Australian conspiracy fora. Conspiracy 
theorists on Australian fora were more likely to agree and less likely to allow contradictory opinions. 
The differences between the states in intra-group relationships was not something that is predicted by 
group-dynamic theories. Robins and Post (1997) argued that, historically, differences in group cohesion 
have great impacts upon political and social movements. While the impact of group cohesion among 
conspiracy theorists is not as well understood, the consequences of the group cohesion differences 
between the US, Australia, Canada and England may have a large impact upon the likelihood, size, and 
success of conspiracy theory fuelled social movements (e.g. Pizzagate: Lopez, 2016). Interactions 
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between conspiracy theory groups, and how this differs across states, has large implications for the way 
in which each state develops its policy and stance towards conspiracy based social movements. Group 
cohesion among conspiracy theorists, therefore, is an important avenue for future research into the 
influences upon conspiracism. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
50 
 
Chapter 4 External Influences 
 
External influence explanations of conspiracy theories posit that broad societal changes are an impetus 
for conspiracism. Globalisation and postmodernism are two of the most popular explanations of 
external influence (e.g. Madalina, 2015; Chen, 2017). These arguments position these broad social 
changes as key factors in the exacerbation of conspiracism. As argued by Brion Davis (1979) 
conspiracy theories may be an expression of genuine social conflict. An increasingly globalised society 
may be viewed as a process through which a new global elite can gain power (Cooper, 2010). Further, 
with the lack of transparency in business and state transactions, citizens may feel further removed from 
the decision process (Spark, 1990).  It is within this uncertain and opaque environment that theories of 
postmodernism become popular. Individuals condemn the legitimacy of an opaque society, and battle 
misinformation with their own construction of truth (Gray, 2014). Regardless of their association with 
paranoid thinking (Robins & Post, 1997), faulty reasoning (Goertzel, 1994), or group dynamics (Bale, 
1995), conspiracy theories reflect the status of a society impacted by broad scale changes beyond its 
control (Madalina, 2015). 
This chapter’s aim is to investigate what themes emerge from the conspiracy fora across the different 
states regarding external actors and external influences. It aims to evaluate what the similarities and 
differences are across the four states, and how they relate to the current literature on conspiracy 
theories. As before, the themes will be broken down into two sections, commonalities across states and 
differences. The commonalities section will address three key themes that emerged across all four 
states; national government institutions as puppets, national government institutions as in control, and 
subjective truth. The differences section will discuss the avenues in which external actors infiltrate 
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governments, and how this differs across the four states. The themes within each section will be 
analysed and held against existing external influences literature. The success of the literature in 
accounting for the findings will be evaluated. This chapter will argue that there is a clear influence of 
external actors and processes on the content of conspiracy theories across all four states. The impact of 
external change upon conspiracy theories may reflect the genuine grievances of a society impacted by 
social change. 
Commonalities Across States  
National Government Institutions as Puppets 
Globalisation is a long and complex process, which has incited positive and negative outcomes, and 
equally as divisive reactions (Johns, 2017). Globalisation can be understood through an economic 
science perspective, as a cumulative process that, at its core, stems from the internationalisation of 
commerce (Madalina, 2015). An anti-globalist perspective, however, may view this process as the 
mechanism through which global elites can develop ultimate power (Cooper, 2010). Indeed, public 
perception of globalisation has been wrought with uncertainty and suspicion. A conspiratorial lens of 
globalisation may view its role as a stepping stone in the grand plans of powerful international elites 
(Cooper, 2010). Gray (2014) argued that globalisation has direct impact upon conspiratorial thinking 
in two key ways. The first key factor regards state sovereignty and how perception of state power is 
diminished, creating a sense of a vulnerability and threat among the citizens. As the state is incapable 
of protecting the citizens from external powers, fears of powerful international organisations become 
prominent within the conspiracy theories. A second and related factor is the prominence of symbols of 
economic power and globalisation in everyday life (e.g. McDonalds, Apple Inc, Coca Cola). These 
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symbols incite a message of cultural and economic penetration that is insidious, and beyond the control 
of the state (Gray, 2014).  
A theme that emerged from the conspiracy theories in all four states is consistent with these concerns 
about external influences, i.e. the decreasing sovereignty of the state and the increasing threat of 
globalised actors. There was a consistent pattern that emerged from the conspiracy theories which 
identified external actors as uniquely powerful, insidious, and sovereign over national governments. 
Within these conspiracy theories, the national government was often rendered weak, ignorant, and 
incompetent. The public, as a result, were considered completely vulnerable and powerless to the 
control of the global elite. The manifestation of these theme can be identified in two ways: (a) 
government holds no power over external actors (b) government exists as a puppet for external actors.  
(a) Government holds no power over external actors   
One pattern that emerged from the conspiracy fora, was the tendency to characterise external actors as 
extremely powerful, and the national government as weak. Within these conspiracy theories, outside 
actors had free reign within the state as their power extended beyond the scope of national governments. 
The national government was positioned as either ignorant to its own weakness, or conscious of the 
conspiracy and incapable of stopping it, e.g. “There is a highly organised and extensive effort being 
made to spray something in our skies on a regular basis [..] yet our government is either ignorant of 
the fact or is lying to us deliberately about it”. As national governments were thought to be incapable 
of defending citizens against these agents, the conspiracies impacted directly upon the citizens, e.g. “I 
think it shows one of the serious problems of our society, which is that business won't rest until they've 
destroyed everything on the face of our planet and taken every last penny from all of us”. The identity 
of external conspirators often took the form of businesses, foreign governments or vague actors such 
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as ‘the globalists’. Often these conspiracies would contradict each other, with business, government, 
banks, and media rotating among the theories between the roles of the puppet or the puppet master. No 
individual external organisation was seen as particularly more powerful than another, rather it was the 
mere presence of these external actors that represented the threat “Americans are waking up to find out 
how corrupt our government is. Our politicians are bought and paid for by the Global elite”.  
(b) Government exists as a puppet for external actors 
Another way governments were depicted as weak in the conspiracy fora was through their role as a 
puppet for external actors. International or transnational entities were positioned as the true rulers of 
the individual nations and the invisible hand behind the puppet government, e.g. “Presidents have 
become nothing more than talking heads, celebrities, and a medium for external Agendas”. In this 
variation of conspiracy, the external actors work through the government to achieve their goals as 
opposed to acting without the government’s knowledge. While it was particularly common for the 
governments to be completely controlled by external actors, there were also theories in which the 
government worked with the external actors, e.g. “love them or hate them, our high-tech leaders are 
in bed with politicians more than we know”. The extent to which the government entered the 
partnership willingly or was aware of their intentions was sometimes ambiguous, e.g. “Mainstream 
media have been insidiously normalising this for decades, and governments reinforce same via the 
implementation by stealth of cultural Marxist philosophy to the education system”. 
National Government Institutions in Control   
While there was a prominent theme of powerful external actors and weak government across all four 
states, there was also a separate, contradictory theme of powerful government and weak external actors. 
Of all the conspirators identified in the conspiracy theories across the states, there was a roughly equal 
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number of powerful external to internal actors. When the actor was internal, most frequently it was the 
government, or institutions in association with the government (e.g. secret services, police, specific 
politicians). This powerful representation of national government is more in line with classic 
conceptions of conspiracy theories (e.g. Hofstadter, 1974). The manifestation of this theme can be 
identified in two ways: (a) conniving government (b) pervasive government influence. 
(a) Conniving government  
National Governments were depicted as though they had complete control over the events that happen 
within their borders. All activities within the state were known or planned intentionally by the 
government. Further, the capacity of the government to undertake large, broad scale plans was 
extensive, e.g. “there is a highly organised and extensive effort being made to spray something in our 
skies on a regular basis, which is contributing to dramatic weather modification, at the very least, here 
in Geelong and elsewhere around Australia”.  The activities undertaken by the government may have 
been organised by specific politicians, specific institutions within the government, or just ‘the 
government’ in general. These activities and plans harmed the citizens in order to benefit government 
elites, either intentionally, or though negligence, e.g. “If it works to their advantage you bet your ass 
they'd sacrifice them. Without question.” 
(b) Pervasive government influence  
The power and control of national governments also extended to its influence over other organisations. 
As opposed to undermining state sovereignty, external actors became a tool of state power. This 
extended to a variety of external actors, including media, foreign governments, transnational businesses 
and, on some occasions, aliens. For instance, it was common for conspiracy theories across the fora to 
position Facebook as a surveillance tool set up and controlled by the government to monitor the public. 
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Occasionally, when the government was not posited to be in control of the external actor, conspiracy 
theories depicted national governments as in collusion with these external actors, e.g. “our Government 
is working with either the UN or individual foreign Governments to regulate Geo-Engineering”. In this 
instance, it is not as clear whether either individual organisation is in control. In fact, in this instance, 
both the internal and external actors may be equally as powerful and conspiring to harm the nations’ 
citizens.  
Within the fora analysed in this thesis, the number of conspiracies that constructed the state as weak 
were roughly equal to the ones in which the state was constructed as powerful. It is not within the scope 
of this study to see whether the level of external actors in conspiracy theories have increased over time 
across the four states. However, the two themes of a ‘weak government controlled by external 
organisations’, and a ‘strong government controlling external organisations’ do appear to reflect the 
findings of previous research.  A historical analysis of conspiracy theories in the US undertaken by 
Uscinski and Parent (2014) found that the impact of globalisation was largely visible in the identity of 
the conspirators. Over time, and especially in times of conflict, the conspiracies were directed 
increasingly more towards external actors (Uscinski & Parent, 2014). If this is the case, then the two 
themes may be reflecting uncertainty and conflict arising from the globalisation process that is being 
experienced across all four states. As argued by Madalina (2015), globalisation acts to exacerbate 
conspiracism, due to its complex and opaque nature. Citizens may draw parallels between the 
increasing and pervasive influence of corporations within states and the imperialist and expansionist 
policies of great powers (Spark, 2000). Further, a study by van Prooijen and Jostmann (2012) found 
that the perceived morality of authority (e.g. corruption, transparency) influences conspiratorial belief. 
Uncertainty regarding morality and the legitimacy of authority arises in a globalised society due to the 
lack of transparency surrounding the decisions of government and transnational organisations 
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(Madalina, 2015). The two themes of weak and strong states may not be as contradictory as they 
initially appear, as they reflect a deeper suspicion of the opaque decision-making process between state 
and non-state actors in a globalised society.  
Subjective Truth 
Related to globalisation and the mistrust of powerful institutions is the concept of truth and deception. 
A popular trend that has been noted across western states since 2016 is ‘post-truth’, or ‘alternative 
news’ (Enfield, 2017). This movement views institutions that are designed to find, interpret, and report 
facts with suspicion. Some have argued that this movement reflects the prevalence of postmodernism 
in modern day western societies (e.g. Chen, 2017). Postmodernism is a school of thought that 
challenges the concept of ‘objective knowledge’, which underpins modernist approaches (Hamati-
Ataya, 2014). Through the relativisation of knowledge and fact, individuals create their own meaning 
and interpretation, and falsifiability becomes a relic of the modernist era (Friedman, 1996). The 
relativisation of knowledge offers a form of discursive legitimacy to political voices that may have 
previously remained unheard. In many ways, conspiracy theories may be interpreted as the reification 
of postmodernism (Spark, 1990). A theme that emerged from the conspiracy fora reflected this 
postmodernist approach to truth. Consistently across the conspiracy fora, there is an emphasis on the 
importance of self-analysis, disregard for official reports, and a pro-alternative truth stance. The 
manifestation of this theme can be identified in three ways: (a) mistrust of facts (b) alternate truths (c) 
lack of falsifiability  
(a) Mistrust of facts  
One pattern that was consistent across all fora was the assumption that any information reported by 
official organisations is not truthful, but rather, the product of an agenda. This mistrust extended to 
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official government reports, scientific reports, or news reports “What more could you expect from the 
Media, they want us to follow every word they say like a flock of sheep”. The agenda of these sources 
were thought to be about warping and controlling the public’s perception of reality, so as to construct 
a reality that is beneficial to the conspirators. Through controlling the perception of reality, the 
conspirators can oppress the ‘real reality’ or the equally legitimate realities of ‘the public’, e.g. “the 
ones that write the history books are creating the reality people later believe too”. It is from this basis 
that the mission of the conspiracy theorists goes beyond uncovering lies and becomes the construction 
of new and legitimate truths.  
(b) Alternate truths  
The construction of truth was particularly evident in the focus upon ‘alternative truths’. A pattern that 
emerged from the conspiracy theories was the need to find new angles to the ones that have been 
provided by main stream media outlets. The new angles and perspectives became equally as legitimate, 
if not more so, than the ‘truths’ or ‘facts’ presented to the public, e.g. “thanks to the internet where 
many truths are discovered, Americans are waking up to find out how corrupt our government is”. 
Conspiracy theories appear to have become a way in which dissatisfaction with public reports can be 
voiced, and new angles and ideas can be constructed. While there was a strong pattern of uncovering 
the ‘new truth’, there were also perspectives that did not support the concept of the ‘real reality’. Rather, 
public reports and conspiracy theories were all viewed as subjective, e.g. “conspiracy thread isn't there 
to have the truth, it's there to offer alternative perspectives to the garbage spewed via all of the orifices 
of MSM”. In this sense, it appeared that the importance of conspiracy fora was to offer the possibility 
of alternatives. 
 
58 
 
(c) Falsifiability 
One pattern that emerged from the conspiracy fora was a disregard for falsifiability. Conspiracy 
theories, by their nature, assume that the truth has been concealed and existing sources are part of this 
concealment agenda. Due to this, conspiracy theories do not necessarily require evidence to be 
believed, as this evidence may have been intentionally destroyed, that is “we see what we are supposed 
to see”. Conspiracy theories are difficult to falsify in themselves, as they can adapt and change form 
to account for the new finding (Keeley, 1999). Explanations that can account for all aspects of an event 
become evidence in themselves, e.g. “the "deep state" is now a provable, immutable fact of life”. 
Despite the lack of falsifiability, in many conspiracy theory fora there was still an emphasis on 
discovering indisputable proof for the theories, e.g. “If you are going to say this Journalist is not legit, 
please explain why with some sources if possible”. The conspiracy fora clearly exhibited a desire to 
legitimise theories and beliefs but provided no avenue to falsify them. In this way, conspiracy fora 
across all four states presented themes that reflected arguments of postmodernism and post-truth. That 
is, there is an interest in validating subjective experiences, and a resistance to modernist, objective 
challenges (Williamson, 2018). 
 Differences Between States: Avenues for External Actors  
US: Individuals with Power are in Control of the Government  
A theme that emerged from US conspiracy fora was an emphasis on the power of extremely rich, or 
influential individuals. More so than the other four states, US fora focused upon the ways in which 
individual people enact their own agenda “Obama and his close minions will do everything in their 
power and use the tentacles they grew within the intelligence community and government to block 
President Trump's efforts to move forward”. Many of the discussions named specific individuals whom 
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are in on the conspiracy, as opposed to large organisations. According to these discussions, it is often 
within the power of these individuals to control entire states and manipulate them to their will and it is 
for this reason that these external actors are capable of infiltrating the US. Through the power that these 
elite individuals have amassed, they become more powerful than the state itself, e.g. “our politicians 
are bought and paid for by the Global elite”.  
Australia: Government is Swayed Away from the People for Profit 
A theme that emerged from the Australian fora was that government has been swayed away from its 
purpose of serving the public due to greed. Within the Australian conspiracy theories, external agents 
were seen as having bought the Australian government. The government was seen as less interested in 
serving the public, as it was in serving the wishes of external organisations, e.g. “The Australian 
government’s claims of safety and efficacy of vaccines are being underpinned by non-objective science 
provided by an oligarchy of pharmaceutical companies through industry-funded institutions and lobby 
groups”. These conspiracy theories did not paint the government’s intentions as malicious but, rather, 
as greedy. The interest in gaining from the external actors caused the government to become negligent 
to the citizen’s needs, e.g. “The way our government operates, we’ll be paying rent to the Chinese 
mega rich soon, they have already bought most of the farmland from struggling farmers”. This greed 
and corruption was depicted as unavoidable, as both political sides were equally as corrupt “When both 
of the major parties are singing from the same song sheet, you know it can only be bad for the people”.  
Canada: Government is a Puppet State 
The theme that emerged from Canadian conspiracy fora posited that the government is a puppet state 
for more powerful governments or organisations. In the Canadian conspiracy theories, there was a 
strong emphasis on the weakness of the government and its vulnerability to other states. The most 
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common of these theories revolved around other organisations completely controlling the Canadian 
government, e.g. “the Zionists created the U.N. and have taken control of our governments and judicial 
systems and are actually condoning and promoting the destruction of our civilization”. Regularly the 
UN or the US is considered to be manipulating or controlling Canada. In one Canadian conspiracy 
theory, the US was posited as planning to annex Canada, e.g. “Territorial control over Canada has 
been part of Washington’s geopolitical and military agenda since the 1860s”. There is a focus on 
powerful states taking control in Canadian conspiracies, more so than in the other three states. This, 
however, may reflect the geographic positioning of Canada, as it is on the border of the US, a powerful 
state.  
England: Dodgy Deeds for Individual Benefit  
A theme that emerged from the English conspiracy theories was that individuals commit small-scale 
conspiracies for their own benefit. The conspiracy theories in England tended to focus upon the 
dishonesty of individuals, or small organisations. External agents were often businesses who 
manipulated public perceptions to continue business, e.g. “When I heard this blatant propaganda, I 
instantly said, I bet it was the mobile phone companies that funded the study”. Another way external 
agents were involved in English conspiracies was through association with corrupt internal agents. For 
instance, in one English conspiracy the government was using indiscriminate external businesses in its 
“secret plan to encourage the nation to give up eating meat”. Thus, English conspiracies had an interest 
in the dishonesty and corruption of external agents and how these agents can be used by greedy internal 
agents.  
Although, it is important to note that there was one commonality that appeared across these four state-
specific themes. Repeatedly the external actors in the conspiracy theories are openly racial, or racist. 
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Most commonly the ‘Zionist regime’, or the ‘Chinese regime’ is the suspect of these theories, and this 
applies to all four states. There were many other racially categorised external agents that permeate the 
theories e.g. African American, Japanese, or Russian. As discussed in Chapter 3, a trend that emerged 
across the conspiracy fora is the tendency to simplify and homogenise outgroups. By simplifying an 
outgroup, and categorising ‘external actors’ into these clear and simplified groups, conspiracy theorists 
may be more vulnerable to racial generalisations. It has been found consistently throughout studies of 
prejudice that viewing those who are different as simplistic and homogenous is an underlying factor to 
racism (e.g. Christ et al., 2014; Miller & Brewer, 1986). Perhaps the link between conspiracy theory 
fora and racial themes is the tendency to simplify and homogenise outgroups. Therefore, understanding 
the nuances of this link is extremely important for efforts into understanding conspiracism, but also 
group-specific racial prejudice.  
Concluding Remarks 
The intention of this chapter was to view, compare, and analyse the themes that emerged in the 
conspiracy theories regarding external actors and influences within each state. The literature on external 
influence explanations of conspiracy theories has often focused upon broad societal change as an 
impetus affecting theory content (Gray, 2014). Two of the most prominent of these explanations are 
globalisation, and postmodernism. The themes that emerged from the conspiracy theories across all 
four states did appear to reflect arguments regarding globalisation and postmodernism. There was a 
clear focus in the fora upon external actors within the states, and the weakness of the state. While there 
was also a, seemingly contradictory, theme of strong states controlling external actors, this may reflect 
the uncertainty and lack of transparency that goes into the decisions made by state and non-state actors. 
The uncertainty and lack of transparency also plays into the second commonality across states, 
subjective truth. There are clear parallels between the ‘post-truth’ or ‘postmodernist’ trend in western 
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societies and the way conspiracy theorists construct knowledge. That is, facilitating subjective 
opinions, and rejecting the concept of objective knowledge. The fact that these themes are arising across 
all four states implies that conspiracy theories are, at least in part, influenced by the external 
environment and not purely a product of cultural differences.  
Differences between the states were most apparent in the avenues by which external actors were 
depicted as influencing the state. US conspiracy fora were particularly worried about powerful 
individuals controlling government institutions. Canadian conspiracy theories, on the other hand, were 
aimed at entire states controlling Canada. The Australian and English conspiracy theories tended to 
focus upon the greed of internal and external organisations, and how they used the state and the citizens 
for personal gain. It is apparent that the unique external influences upon each state heavily influenced 
how conspiracy theorists constructed the identity, motives, and mechanisms of the external actors. This 
implies that policy directed towards countering conspiracy theories would benefit by considering 
external factors that exacerbate and influence conspiracism. Whether these individual state differences 
have unique impacts upon conspiracism may also be of great importance to understanding the 
relationship between conspiracism and society and would be an interesting avenue for future research.   
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Chapter 5 Conclusion  
 
The intention of this thesis was to explore the extent to which US conspiracy theories are unique from 
conspiracy theories in other western states. Throughout the analysis, it became apparent that there are 
commonalities across the states that suggest that they are experiencing a similar phenomenon. These 
commonalities arose in the way theories were constructed, utilised and influenced by context. Further, 
it became apparent that there were unique factors to each state which influence and encourage different 
forms of conspiracism. While establishing the prevalence of conspiracy theories across each state was 
outside the scope of this thesis, it is apparent that conspiracism is not unique to the US.  That is not to 
say that US conspiracism is identical to other states’ experience of conspiracies, but that each state has 
unique influences that need to be acknowledged and considered when devising an approach to public 
conspiracism. The aim of this chapter is to summarise and expand upon these findings and provide 
direction for future studies. It will start by bringing together the commonalities across chapters 2, 3, 
and 4. Within this, it will become apparent how the three approaches of cultural determinism, group 
dynamics, and external influences interact. Through combining these approaches, it will be argued that 
there are important changes needed within the academic and political conceptualisation of conspiracy 
theories. Subsequently, the chapter will consider the unique context of each state and the differences 
that arose from them. Separate approaches and policy avenues will be offered according to the differing 
influences and characterisation of conspiracism. This chapter will finish by considering the limitations 
of this study and offering avenues for future research.  
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A Cross-Cultural Narrative 
When viewing the themes that emerged across the chapters, a broad narrative becomes apparent. The 
three approaches of cultural determinism, group-dynamics, and external influences are deeply 
interwoven. Psychology, social context, and environment each contribute to the broader tapestry of 
conspiratorial belief. It is well-established within the psychology literature that deconstructing an event, 
knowing only the consequences, leaves the conspiracy theorists susceptible to multiple cognitive 
biases. For instance, across the data conspiracy theories reflected assumptions that all actions are 
intentional (intentionality bias: Brotherton & French, 2015), and the power of the conspirator behind 
them is proportionate to the size of the conspiracy (proportionality bias: van Prooijen & van Dijk, 
2014). Further, these biases were underpinned by an assumption that information that justifies their 
belief is evidence, and information that disproves their belief is propaganda (confirmation bias: Killian, 
2018). Many studies focus on these biases and use them to justify the illegitimacy of conspiracy theories 
(e.g. Buckley, 2018). To purely focus on the logical pitfalls of conspiracy theories, however, ignores 
the complex interaction of external factors. Indeed, it is well documented that conspiracy belief, and 
cognitive biases, are often motivated by feelings of helplessness (e.g. Douglas, Sutton & Cichocka, 
2017; Whitson & Galinsky, 2008). Conspiracy theories may act as a mechanism through which 
individuals can reconstruct history in a self-beneficial way.  
This feeling of helplessness infers a context in which the citizens no longer feel they have control. 
While there are many small and unique factors that make environments feel unmanageable, it is popular 
in the conspiracy theory literature to discuss the separation of the politician and the voter (Gray, 2014). 
Across the data of the four states, this explanation does appear to be tenable. There was an evident 
anxiety surrounding political decisions, and the extent to which voters can impact upon these decisions 
through traditional avenues. Madalina (2015) argued that the process of globalisation has a role to play 
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in the exacerbation of conspiracism, as the increasingly opaque decision process between the 
government and transnational actors, paired with the perceived separation of the politician and the voter 
creates an impenetrable playground for the political and business elite. Further, feelings of 
powerlessness and hopelessness are exacerbated by pervasive symbols of this economic power 
throughout everyday life (e.g. McDonalds, Facebook). Loss of control appears to play a key role in the 
way conspiracy theorists perceive their environment. It follows then, that trying to regain control is 
deeply interwoven with the way conspiracy theorists construct their environment. This is particularly 
salient within the construction of groups across the four states. 
Simplification and generalisations are often cited as a method for controlling a complex environment 
(e.g. Aviram, 2018; van Prooijen & Douglas, 2017). Through generalising and creating clear 
delineations between the self and other, good and evil, or the citizens and the elite, it becomes possible 
to take control of an otherwise futile landscape. An issue that arises with this construction of ‘us versus 
them’, is the tendency to lump multiple individuals or organisations into one amorphous conspirator. 
These conspirators become synonymous with their actions, easily identifiable, and irredeemable. Not 
only does this tendency make it difficult to reconstrue conspirators as trustworthy, but it also supports 
simplification and prejudice (Imhoff & Bruder, 2013). As found in this thesis, and throughout previous 
studies on prejudice and conspiracism (e.g. Kofta & Sedek, 2005), there is a racial trend that ran through 
the theories. Often it was the case that conspirators are suspect simply due to their race, or entire races 
were considered a monolithic group of conspirators. Through simplifying and generalising the 
environment, the agents of the conspiracy theories are painted with equally as simple generalisations, 
which reflects harmful prejudice. It is also the case that individuals are more likely to fill the role of 
the conspirator with groups that they already considered their ‘enemy’. This is naturally reflected in 
partisan bias, as conservatives are more likely to believe in conspiracies that blame liberals and vice 
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versa (Uscinski, Klofstad & Atkinson, 2016). It is important to note that partisan bias was not found to 
be salient within this study, as most theories avoided mentioning partisan sides. This is possibly due to 
the prominent bipartisan anti-establishment sentiment throughout the themes. This may also reflect the 
finding of Enders and Smallpage (2018), that studies with partisan findings ask questions specifically 
targeted at partisan bias, whereas studies with more inductive intentions will be less likely to observe 
partisan conspiracies.   
The narrative that emerged across the four states was not one of delusion, irrationality, or extreme 
paranoia, as conspiracy theories are typically characterised. One flaw within the conspiracy theory 
literature, and particularly the psychology literature, is the tendency to treat conspiracy theorists as 
ubiquitously irrational and pathological (Coady, 2018). To argue that conspiracy theories are inherently 
wrong is, in itself, an irrational generalisation. Conspiracy theories are not by definition incorrect. To 
depict those who believe in conspiracy theories as inherently paranoid is also misleading, as conspiracy 
theories are occasionally a valid critique (Byford, 2011). Indeed, it has been argued by many that 
conspiracy theories are a product of internal and external factors, such as anxiety and social disorder 
(e.g. Radnitz & Underwood, 2015). Conspiracy theories may reflect real social critique of various 
political or economic institutions (Miller, 2002). Through this, conspiracy theories become a form of 
self-empowerment within a complex political environment. Further, Rudmin (2003) redefined 
conspiracy theories as a ‘a naïve deconstruction of history’. That is, the deconstruction of official 
historical reports, and an attempt at a new hypothesis. While these new hypotheses forgo traditional 
pillars of science, such as falsifiability, they are not as delusional and pathological as the popular 
perceptions of conspiracy theories suggest. Therefore, there are many ways in which conspiracy 
theories can be construed that provide a clear and more nuanced understanding of the internal and 
external influences upon conspiracism.  
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The effect of dismissing conspiracy theories as absurd is not inconsequential. Conspiracy theories in 
extreme circumstances have led to war and revolution (Hollander, 1999). Small-scale conspiracy 
theories on a regular basis can also have important political and social impacts. Einstein and Glick 
(2014) found that the belief in one government conspiracy results in the generalised mistrust of any 
government action. This, in turn, makes government efforts to combat conspiracy theories difficult, as 
government led campaigns may have the effect of reinforcing anti-government conspiracy beliefs 
(Nyhan, Reifler & Ubel, 2013). Further, one of the less acknowledged impacts of conspiracy theories 
is the amount of time it takes away from regular government proceedings (Uscinski & Parent, 2014). 
For instance, President Barack Obama was required to hold a press conference with the sole purpose 
of revealing his long-form birth certificate to quell conspiracy theories that he was not born in the US 
(Zurcher, 2016). The tendency to dismiss conspiracy theories as illogical ravings, or to treat them as a 
pathology, may take focus away from the real impacts they have, and the social issues they may reflect. 
It is important to note that conspiracy theorists are highly varied, and there will be individuals who are 
more or less receptive to government intervention. This, however, only adds to the importance of 
understanding the causes behind conspiracism. Through engaging in a deconstruction of the logic, 
history, grievances, and political influences upon conspiracy theories, it is possible to comprehend the 
causes and solutions to the consequences.  
State Specific Approaches 
A key benefit of a cross-cultural study of conspiracy theories is that common phenomena across states 
is identifiable. The differences in the way these phenomena manifests within states, however, is equally 
as important, especially regarding policy implementation. The states face unique challenges when 
confronting conspiracy theories, and these require unique approaches. Due to the dominance of US-
centric literature, US conspiracy theories and the way they respond to state intervention are better 
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understood than the other three states. Within this thesis, US conspiracy theories were characterised by 
a mistrust of powerful individuals and institutions, along with a reliance upon self-protection. The 
conspiracy fora engaged in constant debate, and regularly got caught up in a spiral of increasingly 
hopeless conspiracies. One of the challenges that the US government will experience is the highly 
anxious and fearful nature of these US conspiracies. As the conspiracy theories reflected fear for self, 
and pessimism about the likelihood of change, solutions may not be readily accepted. Further, as the 
conspiracy theories consistently revealed a fear of powerful individuals in control of the state, state 
campaigns or announcements will probably be characterised as elite-led propaganda. The reliance on 
conspiracy theories within the mid to late 20th century that were proven to be true to justify beliefs will 
also serve to delegitimise anti-conspiracy campaigns. It is for this reason that state-led approaches to 
conspiracy theories in the US run the risk of being ineffective. The US is an important focus for future 
research into tactics and techniques into the reduction of conspiracy theories, as current approaches 
will likely be ineffective. 
The Canadian conspiracy theories were also characterised by anxiety and fear within a hopeless 
political climate. There was disagreement, fragmentation, and spirals of increasingly hopeless 
conspiracies within the fora, much like the US. As the potential to change the environment was 
considered impossible, the focus realigned to self-protection. Although, while the US conspiracy 
theorists feared powerful individuals, and the power of the US government, Canadian conspiracy 
theorists were more fearful for their government. There was a focus upon the power of external states 
on the border of Canada, and large organisations in which Canada takes part (e.g. the UN). The unique 
challenges to the Canadian government in combatting conspiracy theories is that any action or decision 
made by the state is considered the will of external actors. More so, the Canadian state is often depicted 
as unaware of its powerlessness. As in the case of the US, Canadian conspiracy theories are unlikely 
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to be responsive to state-based campaigns, as the state is portrayed as the mouthpiece of external agents. 
Although, unlike the US, Canadian conspiracy theories are less fearful of the state itself, but more of 
those in control of it. Therefore, promoting transparency and communication regarding state to state 
relations may be a potential avenue for preventing future conspiracy theories.  
Australian conspiracy theories were characterised by anger and injustice, and the desire to act against 
the perceived corruption of the government. The conspiracy fora were more likely to develop workable 
conspiracies and identify as a group/movement. Often the conspiracy theories were motivated by the 
perceived greediness of the state. Decisions and policies by the state were depicted as being done in 
the interest of gaining favour with external actors, at the expense of the Australian citizens. Further, 
the majority of conspiracy theories focused upon contemporary political issues, creating the narrative 
of a state without integrity. Unique challenges that the Australian government may face arise from the 
way the conspiracy communities form. As Australian conspiracy theorists appear to be open to forming 
group-identities, the Australian government may find it difficult to infiltrate and challenge the anti-
government narrative popularised within the groups. This may be particularly difficult with groups that 
identify themselves in opposition to the government. Although, it is important to note that while these 
groups were prevalent in Australian conspiracy fora, there were also conspiracy theorists who did not 
partake in these groups. Therefore, a potential avenue for state-based response to conspiracy theories 
in Australia is through targeting information campaigns at individuals who have not yet joined 
conspiracy-based groups. Through rendering these groups less appealing, it may be possible to reduce 
their popularity. Another approach is to treat these groups as legitimate and address the issues expressed 
within them. This may be particularly effective, as many of the conspiracy theories arising in these 
groups focus on the apathy of the government to the Australian citizens issues. Through offering an 
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avenue for conversation, and showing interest in the issues arising, large conspiracy theory movements 
against government may become less popular.  
English conspiracy theories manifested largely in the form of suspicion about the integrity and 
motivation of individuals. Often the conspiracy theories were treated as thought exercises, and involved 
true crime, corruption, and mystery. Conspiracy theorists within the fora were more likely to engage in 
group-work than in the US and Canadian conspiracy fora, but less likely to identify as a ‘group’ than 
the Australian conspiracy fora. While English conspiracy theories did engage in true crime and old 
myths frequently, anti-government or anti-business conspiracies remained a regular fixture of the 
discussions. Even so, they were less likely to be grand-scale conspiracies, and more likely to be small-
scale greedy decisions. Unique challenges to the British government may arise in the pessimistic way 
conspiracy theories depict the inherent nature of individuals. Often the conspiracy theories were 
motivated by the mistrust of the character of the government or individuals. Conspiracies regarding 
external forces controlling the government were less salient than those about the government being 
inherently greedy. It may not be possible to challenge or change this perception of human nature that 
arises from these conspiracy theories. Although, a study by Jolley and Douglas (2017) found that 
individuals are less likely to believe in conspiracy theories if they are exposed to campaigns about the 
misconceptions of conspiracism prior. England is potentially a good candidate for information 
campaigns, as they may bring attention to the biases supporting conspiracism and discourage this 
pessimistic outlook.   
Limitations and Considerations for Future Research 
As with all research, this study has limitations that need to be considered. The first limitation arises 
from the choice of method. Thematic analysis was chosen over other forms of qualitative analysis, such 
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as grounded theory, as it allowed the flexibility that this study required to undertake a cross-cultural 
qualitative comparative analysis. The drawback to this approach is that the criteria and method by 
which themes were identified is less well-documented than other forms of qualitative analysis (Braun 
& Clarke, 2006). Nonetheless, themes were identified in a systematic way, and in a way that allowed 
the flexibility needed to analyse a rich and complex dataset. A second limitation was the broad focus 
of the analysis. As the intention of this study was to consider broad trends across states, it was not 
possible to focus on the rich detail within the data. Nuances in thematic changes across the years, or 
across political and social events were not within the scope of this study. Future studies may consider 
state-specific research, in which it is possible to observe phases, movements, and the impact of state 
actions.  
The third limitation arises from the western focus of the study. While it was the intention of this study 
to analyse commonalities and differences across states, the generalisability of this study is limited to 
western states. An important endeavour for future studies is to extend the scope of conspiracy theory 
research to non-western states. This stands to offer important insights into conspiracism as a 
phenomenon, and state-specific challenges. The final limitation arises from the source of the dataset, 
the internet. While the sites analysed within this thesis were chosen in a systematic way, the 
representativeness of online fora for conspiracy theories needs to be considered. It is possible that there 
is a delineation between conspiracy theorists that engage in online discussion of conspiracies, and those 
who do not write or consume online conspiracy theories. As the different type of conspiracy 
engagement is currently under researched, and outside the scope of this thesis, this would be an 
important avenue for future studies.  
 
72 
 
Concluding Remarks 
This thesis began with the aims of identifying themes within conspiracy theories across western states, 
exploring commonalities and differences across them, and mapping the findings against the dominant 
US-focused literature. Through meeting these aims, this thesis has revealed new trends and findings 
about conspiracy theories that stand to provide important avenues and impetus for future research. It 
has become apparent that conspiracism in other states holds many similarities to US conspiracism and 
challenges the centrality of US-focused literature. New ways of conceptualising and discussing 
conspiracy theories were offered, as they pose to better explain the cross-cultural phenomenon seen in 
this thesis. A further challenge to the US-centric literature comes from the differences between the 
states in the manifestation of conspiracy theories. These differences have important political 
implications, as the impact upon the efficacy and focus of state-responses to conspiracism. Through 
undertaking a comparative analysis of conspiracy theories across western states, the value of non-US 
conspiracism research has become apparent. It is an important endeavour for future research to attempt 
to better understand conspiracy theories, state differences, and the real political impacts and solutions.  
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List of Primary Sources 
US  
Forum 1: http://www.theblackvault.com/community/forum/general-discussion-topics/ 
Forum 2: http://www.abovetopsecret.com/forum/index.php 
Australia 
Forum 1: https://www.facebook.com/RealNewsAustraliaOfficial/ 
Forum 2: https://www.atheistfoundation.org.au/forums/forumdisplay.php?71-Conspiracy-
theories 
Blog 1: http://chemtrailsgeelong.com/index.html 
Canada 
Forum 1: https://www.globalresearch.ca  
Forum 1a: https://www.facebook.com/GlobalResearchCRG 
Forum 2: https://www.facebook.com/canadiantruthseekers/?ref=br_rs 
Blog 1: https://canadiansituations.wordpress.com/  
England 
Forum 1: http://www.911forum.org.uk/board/viewforum.php?f=28 
Forum 2: http://www.uk420.com/boards/index.php?/forum/6-conspiracy-theories/& 
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